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Preface to the Series on ‘Changing Gurung Worlds’ 
 
The Gurungs (who call themselves in their own language 
‘Tamu’) are an ethnic group of about six hundred and fifty 
thousand people (inside Nepal) who traditionally lived at an 
altitude of between four and seven thousand feet in central Nepal. 
They are well known as one of the ‘martial tribes’ who are 
recruited into the Gurkha regiments of the British and Indian 
armies. The location of the group in the twentieth century is shown 
on the map below, though now there are many Gurungs in other 
parts of the world. 
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Alan first arrived in the village of Thak to do his Ph.D. in 
anthropology in December 1968. At that time it took about five or 
six hours to walk from the small town of Pokhara in central Nepal 
to reach the five thousand foot high village on the slopes of the 
Annapurna Mountains. Alan returned to Thak in December for 
another visit. From then until 2002, Alan and Sarah visited the 
village almost every year for between three weeks and three 
months. After the interval of the Maoist insurgency (2003-6), they 
have been back another four times. In all, Alan has spent about 
three years of his life in Nepal, and Sarah over two years, 
principally in the village. 
During these twenty visits we gathered as much data as we could 
about what was happening in this small village as it moved from a 
remote shamanic world into the present, where there is a road, 
electricity, mobile phones, and many of the Gurungs have left the 
village. 
One question in our minds has always been that of the best way 
in which to make the very extensive and unique materials we have 
gathered usefully available to the Gurungs themselves as well as to 
others. 
We wanted to go beyond the often rather dry anthropological 
accounts which only reach a small professional audience and 
exclude most Gurungs. We also hoped to convey something of the 
multi-level experience which living in such a place affords - the 
sounds, movements, colours, emotions and encounters. This is 
very difficult to convey with words alone, though film and 
photographs by themselves also have their limitations. 
We also dreamt of allowing the “reader” the excitement of 
feeling that they were actually among the Gurungs, a virtual re-
creation which gave a sense that it was possible to explore that 
distant world at first hand. Most anthropological and even 
traveller’s accounts are mediated very strongly through the eyes and 
brain of the observer. We wanted to make the materials directly 
available. 
Of course, all the materials presented in this series have been 
filtered. There is conscious editing to protect privacy, and there is 
unconscious filtering because of our personal biases. 
Yet the use of extensive films and photographs alongside 
descriptive texts will hopefully give a deeper sense of a world which 
very few can have the experience of encountering. 
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 This goal explains the deliberately rough form of the films. 
They are largely unedited and as a consequence it is hoped that 
viewers will feel that they are actually present during the events 
recorded. This also explains why we have erred on the side of 
including too much, rather than too little, footage. This is a portrait 
which cannot be repeated now. The world we observed has gone. 
Few have had the opportunity to make the kind of record which is 
placed in these volumes. 
What we are attempting to do would have been impossible to 
envisage before about 2010. Recent advances in publishing, the 
Internet and online storage media, means that it is possible to 
attempt a new form of publication which could be called a 
‘Multimedia Book. This comprises texts, films, audio and 
photographs and can be available in various different formats 
immediately across the world, to be read on new platforms by 
people who would have no access to a normal book. 
The question is then how the many thousands of texts and images 
we have collected should best be made available. All divisions into 
themes are arbitrary, and this is especially the case when dealing 
with a holistic, undivided, world such as that of the Gurungs, where 
social, economic, religious and political are all deeply connected. 
Nevertheless, we have decided as a start to attempt a series which 
will possibly comprise six volumes. These may change over time, 
but are currently: 
 
Fieldwork with the Gurungs 
The Physical World of the Gurungs  
The Social World of the Gurungs  
The Spiritual World of the Gurungs  
Dilmaya’s world; the life and death of a Gurung woman  
Social change among the Gurungs; analytic and descriptive essays  
 
These books extend the more conventional coverage of Gurung 
life in three books already published: 
 
Alan Macfarlane, Resources and Population; A Study of the 
Gurungs of Nepal (Cambridge University Press, 1976; reprinted 
with a new preface in a second edition By Ratna Pustak Bhandar, 
Kathmandu in 2003), xviii + 364 pp 
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Alan Macfarlane and Indrabahadur Gurung, Gurungs of Nepal; A 
Guide to the Gurungs (Ratna Pustak Bhandar, Kathmandu, 1992), 
74 pp 
 
Bernard Pignède, The Gurungs (in French by Mouton & Co, Paris, 
1966; translated by Alan Macfarlane and Sarah Harrison, with new 
notes and appendices, published by Ratna Pustak Bhandar, 
Kathmandu, 1993), xliv + 523 pp 
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EARLY ROOTS OF THE PROJECT AND 
OVERVIEW OF THE FIELDWORK IN NEPAL 
 
The roots of my long involvement with the Gurungs go back to 
childhood experiences and family links. Two of my uncles served 
with the Gurkhas during the Second World War, regiments raised 
from the hill tribes of Nepal including the Gurungs. My father had 
helped raise the first two regiments of the Assam Rifles which had 
recruits from Nepal. I had been looked after as a baby by ayahs 
from the Tibeto-Burman hill peoples who were very similar to the 
Gurungs. So the hill peoples of the eastern Himalayas were around 
me in my infancy. 
When I was unable to go back to the Assam hills for my 
anthropological Ph.D. in 1968, my supervisor Christoph von 
Fürer-Haimendorf, had suggested I go to Nepal. He had been the 
first British anthropologist to work there in 1953 when Nepal 
opened to outsiders only 15 years earlier. He knew there was much 
survey and documentation work to be done. 
I had been trained as a historian, yet I knew that I would need to 
do fieldwork for my anthropological Ph.D. if I was to be accepted 
in the anthropological profession and in order to teach and practice 
the discipline. I had already done preliminary studies of several 
historical communities in seventeenth century Essex and I felt that 
in order to understand what it might be like to live in a pre-
industrial world I should experience this first hand. How could 
historians write about material and mental conditions of which they 
had no first-hand experience? I decided to participate in a world 
without electricity, modern medicine, cars or television. 
After a two-year conversion course in anthropology at the L.S.E. 
in 1966-8 I was ready to undertake fieldwork. The theme would be 
the relation between population and resources. My interest in 
population had started at Oxford as I began to read about the 
danger of over-population and at the L.S.E. I attended 
demography lectures and classes and became increasingly 
concerned with the ‘population bomb’ as it was then known. I read 
books such as those by Paul Ehrlich, and my first published article 
(in 1968 in ‘New Society’) was on why anthropologists had tended 
to ignore population. 
So I was determined to do a thorough survey and census of the 
village where I would settle. I would also try to gather as much 
 9 
historical material as possible from land or other records so I could 
trace the changing pressures on land and forests in the fragile 
ecological setting of the steep Annapurna mountains of central 
Nepal to which I was heading. I would do a ‘total’ village study in 
the conventional anthropological way, but with an added emphasis 
on historical change. 
 
Fieldwork and later visi ts 
 
I went to Nepal with my then wife Gill via Delhi to Kathmandu 
and then Pokhara. We walked from there up towards our goal of 
Siklis village. But we were taken on a circular route and after an 
exhausting journey decided to settle in the village of Thak. This 
was inhabited mainly by Gurungs, Tibeto-Burman speakers, 
preservers of an ancient tradition of shamanism, recruits into the 
Gurkha regiments for a century and a half. 
I will elaborate later some of the loneliness and homesickness 
and the gruelling nature of the fieldwork in what was at the end of 
1968 still a very remote community, a day’s walk from the nearest 
town. There was no road, no electricity, no wheels, everything was 
carried on the human back, no hospital anywhere near, no school 
in the village. It was very difficult in every way. But we were able to 
make a very large body of fieldnotes, surveys, censuses, maps, 
genealogies, and other materials. I did a little tape-recording, took 
photographs and bought a small movie camera and took a couple 
of hours of silent film. 
When we returned from Nepal in early 1970 I spent over a year 
writing up the results as a Ph.D.  entitled ‘Population and 
Resources: A Study of the Gurungs of Central Nepal’, which was 
examined in 1972. This thesis was published by Cambridge 
University Press in1976, as well as a few articles on specific aspects 
left out of the book. While I enjoyed the analysis, the mainly 
demographic and economic account, with over a hundred of 
statistical tables, did not seem to catch the multi-dimensional nature 
of the world I had visited. The emotional experience was missing 
and I found it impossible to share this with others. 
After re-marrying and with young children it was impossible to 
go back to Nepal for fifteen years, but then in 1986 my wife Sarah 
and I returned for two weeks over Christmas of that year. It was 
wonderful to be back, though many of our Gurung friends were 
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starting to move down into the town or elsewhere. We decided to 
make a detailed study of the changing village, with the 1968-70 
fieldwork as a backdrop. So we went back almost every year from 
1986 to 2001 (when the Maoist troubles meant an absence of five 
years). We returned again in 2006 and have visited again in 2008, 
2010 and 2014. 
We spent many months in the village on visits lasting between 
two weeks and three months. We also visited other Gurung 
villages, including Mohoriya, where the French anthropologist 
Bernard Pignède had spent five months, upon which he had based 
his excellent monograph, Les Gurungs. 
Our aim now was to do as complete an historical anthropology 
of one Himalayan community as possible, using all the techniques 
at our disposal. We worked very closely with one particularly astute 
and knowledgeable older Gurung informant, Badrasing, and also 
began to become deeply involved with one family in the village. 
We built a small house in our adopted family’s courtyard. I had 
taken the small film camera back in 1986 but from 1988 onwards 
we had video cameras which made filming much more rewarding. 
My filming gradually centred, from 1990 onwards, on our adopted 
family and particularly my ‘sister’ Dilmaya and her daughter 
Premkumari. 
For the period 1990-5, in which year Dilmaya suddenly died, 
using the increasingly sophisticated video cameras, I started to 
make a film record of the village, including some ten twenty-minute 
interviews with Dilmaya. Sarah meanwhile make a detailed 
photographic inventory of houses and people and filled in the 
census over the years from 1968 up to the present. 
We became involved in schemes to try to improve the medical and 
economic situation of the village and helped our family with 
education, land and housing. We also became involved with a 
project to build a museum and religious centre or khoimbo in 
Pokhara where the disappearing world of shamanism would be 
recorded. 
I also used my experiences in Nepal to enrich my teaching of 
students at Cambridge through my lectures, and by arranging a 
number of ‘virtual reality’ days where I would make up films on 
various aspects of Gurung life and show them over a day, 
accompanied by Nepali food, drink and on one occasion a 
shaman. 
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In 1998 we bought our first digital camera and took it to the 
field, and soon after that, when the Digital Himalaya project started 
in 2000, there were technical developments which made it possible 
to store and edit films in new ways. By then we had accumulated 
some thousands of photographs, many files of fieldwork materials, 
and over 120 hours of film and video. Much of this material 
documented a rapidly disappearing world which was being 
shattered by the effects of market capitalism, individualism and 
new communications technology. 
From about 2004, when it became possible for us to put films 
on the web, we started to put up films about the village in various 
places. There were films under various themes – religious rituals, 
social occasions, the life of the fields and animals. There were also 
some films on how the fieldwork was done and the methods of 
filming. In 1999 we filmed in the village as part of the television 
series for Channel Four’s millennium series ‘The Day the World 
Took Off’, and some of these interviews and films were also made 
available on the internet. 
Meanwhile we had been developing database systems of a multi-
media kind for our other projects, and we began to construct a 
‘virtual community’ on our own computers to make the diaries, 
censuses, photographs and films accessible for research and as an 
archive. This will be a unique database for future historians and 
anthropologists, but there are considerable ethical problems in 
making parts of it available to a wider group. 
It is one thing to construct a digital database for future scholars, 
it is another to reveal the inner lives of people from information 
given in confidence to the contemporary gaze of people around the 
world. There is a great deal of very confidential information in our 
records which needs to be screened and kept out of the public 
domain for some decades. There are also linguistic and other 
problems in making the interviews available and it will be a very 
large task to do this, something to be shared with younger 
colleagues we hope. 
Despite the restrictions, we have assembled, through accident 
and good fortune, and the prolonged financial support of many 
people, including the Economic and Social Research Council, the 
University of Cambridge, King’s College Cambridge, George 
Appell and the Firebird Foundation, Gerry Martin and the 
Renaissance Trust, a remarkable digital archive of life in one 
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Himalayan village. It preserves parts of a world which has almost 
disappeared, in this village at least, and which is declining 
elsewhere. Yet it is a world which has lessons for us all in terms of 
human variation and resilience. Our work continues that of 
Haimendorf, Pignède and others, but also leads into new digital 
possibilities which they could not have envisage. 
As yet only some dozens of films are publicly available, apart 
from my book, the translation of Pignède, some articles and the 
Museum exhibitions at the T.P.L.S. (Tamu Pye Lhu Sangh) in 
Pokhara. Hopefully one day all this will be saved, expanded and 
returned to the Gurungs and their children. 
 
DATES AND DURATION OF FIELDWORK IN NEPAL 
 
 First  Fieldwork: 1968-1970 (& writ ing books etc) 
 
1968-1970 – December 1968 – January 1970 (15 months fieldwork 
for PH.D.)  
 
  Going back and the Dilmaya Days: 1986-1994 
 
1986   17 December – 7th January 1987     3 weeks 
1987    4th October – 7th January 1988      3 months 
1988    14th December – 10th January      4 weeks 
1990    6th January – 29th March        3 months 
1991    22 March – 20 April        1 month 
1992    12 April – 4th June         2 months  
1993    14 March – 10 April        1 month 
1994    9 October –  6  December       3 months    
 
Later Years: 1995-2014 
 
1995    22 November – 17 December      1 month 
1997    22 February – 26 March       1 month  
1998    19 March -  14 April          1 month  
1999    30 September – 30 October      1 month  
2000   2 December – 20 Dec         3 weeks  
2001    17 November - 2 December      2 weeks   
2006    4 December – 18 December       2 weeks   
2008    7 April – 22 April           2 weeks  
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2010    7 October – 27 October        3 weeks 
2014    17 Feb – 4 March          2 weeks 
   
The amount of materials we have collected.  
 
First fieldwork from 1968-1970 
 
Colour photo: 88 
Diary entries: 407 
Letters: 275 
Notes: 2677  
Photos: 205 
Slides: 24 
Sound: 63 
Video: 267 separate film clips 
 
From 1986-2014 
 
Diary entries (paragraphs) 3711 
Notebook entries: 1260 
Notes: 170 
Colour photos: 433 
Digital photos: 715 
Photos: 1600 
Slides: 800 
Videos: 6000 separate film clips 
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LEAVING 
 
 15 
PREPARING FOR FIELDWORK 
 
 
That charming and intelligent Austrian-American anthropologist 
Paul Radin has said that no one quite knows how one goes about 
field-work. Perhaps we should leave the question with that sort of 
answer. But when I was a serious young student in London I 
thought I would try to get a few tips from experienced fieldworkers 
before setting out for Central Africa. I first sought advice from 
Westermarck. All I got from him was “don’t converse with an 
informant for more than twenty minutes because if you aren’t 
bored by that time he will be.’ Very good advice, even if somewhat 
inadequate. I sought instruction from Haddon, a man foremost in 
field-research. He told me that it was really all quite simple; one 
should always behave as a gentleman. Also very good advice. My 
teacher, Seligman told me to take ten grains of quinine every night 
and to keep off women. The famous Egyptologist, Sir Flinders 
Petrie just told me not to bother about drinking dirty water as one 
soon became immune to it. Finally, I asked Malinowski and was 
told not to be a bloody fool. So there is no clear answer, much will 
depend on the man, on the society he is to study and the 
conditions in which he is to make it. (Evans-Pritchard) 
 
In science, as in life, one finds only what one seeks. One cannot 
have the answers without knowing what the questions are. 
Consequently the first imperative is a rigorous training in general 
theory before attempting field-research so that one may know how 
and what to observe, what is significant in the light of theory….  It is 
useless going into the field blind. One must know precisely what 
one wants to know and that can only be acquired by a systematic 
training in academic social anthropology. 
(Evans-Pritchard)  
 
 
Theoretical background 
 
 Just as a person would never be accepted to do a Ph.D. on 
medieval or early modern history without having read widely on 
the general background, and done some theoretical work on the 
philosophy of history, so anthropologists, from the time when the 
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discipline was established as a University subject, have been 
expected to have done some general training in anthropology 
before they went to the field.  
 I did this over a period of about five years, the first three as an 
adjunct to my main historical study, and then in a two-year 
intensive conversion M.Phil. Degree. This meant that, by the time 
I went to Nepal, my mind was already filled with many ideas from 
other anthropologists and many comparative models of tribal 
societies. This background clearly shaped what I saw and collected.  
 In my first year, my Oxford D.Phil supervisor Keith Thomas 
suggested that as my thesis was on the very anthropological subject 
of witchcraft, I should attend lectures at the Institute of 
Anthropology. There I heard lectures by the significant Oxford 
anthropologists, Beattie, Needham, Lienhardt and above all Evans-
Pritchard, and started to talk to them. I wrote to my mother in 
March 1964 after a religious retreat I had attended:  
 
 The only books I read at Lee Abbey were on anthropology and 
they added to my conviction that that discipline can help historians 
a good deal by showing the close interrelationships between human 
activities which are usually treated as separate subjects - thus 
economic exchange also provides social & political links and 
incorporates religious elements. Still, I'll work this out in more 
detail later. As it is I agree with your idea that it might prove very 
helpful to study a primitive society whether in Italy or the Naga 
hills even if one is primarily interested in C17 England. 
 
 I read a number of the classics in anthropology at this time, and 
continued to attend lectures. A flavour of further lectures is 
contained in the following series of University Extensions lectures 
in 1965. These were important in deepening my understanding of 
the anthropological approach to witchcraft. This course was as 
follows.  
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 The stage of learning to be an anthropologist through meeting 
practitioners and studying their works can be encapsulated in one 
short vignette of the strongest influence on me in my years of 
anthropological training, namely the personality and writing of 
Edward Evans-Pritchard, Professor of Social Anthropology at 
Oxford at that time and author of several seminal books on the 
Nuer, Azande and general anthropology. 
 This was partly a personal influence. I had got to know E-P, as 
he was known, through chatting at coffee in the Institute and 
attending his lectures, and he advised me several times while I was 
writing on English witchcraft. He ended up as one of my two 
D.Phil. examiners. Later he wrote the preface to my first published 
book, Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart England.  His general books 
on social anthropology, his essays on history and anthropology and 
other topics, his famous Cairo lectures on magic, and above all his 
book on Azande witchcraft and his trilogy on the Nuer of the 
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Sudan, became hugely influential. They have remained at the heart 
of my teaching and research since then. I soon came to believe that 
if I could read and internalize all his corpus of work I would know 
enough to be a reasonable anthropologist. I liked his approach and 
above all the simplicity, combined with inner depth, of his writing. 
He was never dull. Every sentence told you something. He tackled 
huge subjects of global significance, yet made the answers seem 
simple. He changed the way I thought about the world. 
 I took a copy of Nuer Religion to Nepal for my fieldwork, and 
there we used it as a model to help direct the questions we would 
ask of the Gurungs, as is indicated in these notes by Gill my wife.   
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 It is partly as a tribute to the writing and the man that I have 
decided to use a few quotations from his ‘Some Reminiscences and 
Reflections on Fieldwork’ as the epigraphs to some of the chapters. 
This was based on a lecture which E-P gave at Cambridge in 1972, 
shortly before he died. I had heard a number of the views in the 
article over the years when we talked and when I read his work. 
But only recently, writing about my own fieldwork experience, have 
I come across the published article.  
 So by the time that I started on the M.Phil. course at the L.S.E. 
in the autumn of 1966 I already knew a certain amount about the 
Oxford style of anthropology. Going to London introduced me to 
a new set of distinguished anthropologists, and occurred at a time 
when French structuralist anthropology was just starting to have a 
major impact. I was lectured by a galaxy of interesting 
anthropologists, among them Raymond Firth, Lucy Mair, Maurice 
Freedman, Robin Fox and Mary Douglas and James Woodburn. 
For two academic years I absorbed anthropology through lectures, 
reading and attending the successor to the famous Malinowski 
seminar, run for the last of his two years as a teacher by Raymond 
Firth. I also wrote a long Master’s dissertation on ‘The regulation 
of marital and sexual relations in seventeenth century England’, 
under the direction of Isaac Schapera. This drew heavily on 
anthropology for questions and models.  
 Just a hint of the explosion of new ideas from this formal 
conversion to anthropology can be seen from the rough index to 
some of the books, seminars and lectures on which I kept notes at 
the time. Many other books, of course, I bought and read and are 
not included here.  
 The M.Phil. course was to provide us with a solid grounding in 
theory, and in some detailed knowledge of classic ethnographies. 
Since we were surrounded by the people who had written many of 
the classic studies, it was a great privilege to actually meet and 
discuss with them. We learnt something about their fieldwork 
methods in the past, and some of them, such as Anthony Forge, 
James Woodburn and Robin Fox were still very active in fieldwork. 
The Malinowski/Firth seminar was also attended by those who had 
returned from the field and were writing up their fieldwork, so we 
also heard about their experiences and how they were trying to 
shape them into a thesis. 
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 I was already interested in demography, and the LSE was at the 
forefront of this field with David Glass, Chris Langford, and Keith 
Hopkins giving lectures on comparative and historical 
demography. Much of the formal technical training I needed for 
the simple demographic work I would do in the field was taught to 
me in this way. My wider interests in the philosophy of the social 
sciences was fed by lectures and seminars with Ronald Dore, 
Ernest Gellner and Stanley Cohen.  
 All this means that by the time I was awarded a grant by the 
London-Cornell Project to go to Nepal, my mind was already fairly 
full of anthropological theories, experiences, questions and 
methods of a general kind. What was not there was any formal 
training in the practical matters of living and working in the field.  
 
Why did I do fieldwork? 
 
There are many reasons for doing fieldwork and the reasons 
change over one’s life. I can only speak from my own experience, 
both as a fieldworker in various parts of the world, and from 
observing a number of my colleagues and many Ph.D. students I 
have supervised.  
In my own case there was a jumble of motives which sent me 
out to Nepal in 1968. I had been trained as a historian and already 
written a D.Phil. on seventeenth century English witchcraft. I had 
learned a great deal from reading anthropologists on witchcraft and 
more generally on pre-industrial societies. This had made me feel 
that if I was really going to understand the history of a world before 
the industrial revolution, I should try to experience it at first hand – 
through fieldwork.  
 More specifically I had already started a study of several English 
villages and I thought it would be interesting to add a case study 
from outside Europe as a contrast and comparison.  
 A more personal reason was that I had been born in the eastern 
Himalayas (Assam) and wanted to return to the area of which I had 
strong memories.  
 A more practical motive was that I wanted to be trained as an 
anthropologist and to obtain the union card, a Ph.D. in 
anthropology, so that I would be taken seriously as a professional 
in the field. And behind this there would be the question of 
whether I really wanted to become an anthropologist, or would 
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return to historical research to which I could apply anthropological 
questions.  
 Alongside this, as I trained as an anthropologist and read the 
monographs of others who had based their books on fieldwork, I 
knew that I could not properly estimate the value of their work 
without having undergone the experience myself.  
 In particular I wanted to find out whether anthropology is really 
possible. That is to say whether cross-cultural understanding across 
the cultural gaps is really possible.  
 I had long been filled with broad questions about how the world 
works and I knew that I would need a much wider experience than 
just England, or even western Europe, in order to approach 
tentative answers to these questions.  In particular, there was the 
basic question of what is universal about human beings and what is 
particular to certain cultures and societies. For instance, how much 
of my own upbringing and experience in England was peculiar, 
how much part of a basically human condition?  
 This was all part of an attempt to learn about myself, who I was, 
what I was like, how I fitted into wider frameworks. The continuing 
process of self-discovery, made more explicit by finding oneself in 
an alien environment where many of my unexamined assumptions 
would be challenged was central.  
 And of course I wanted to have an adventure with new people 
and ideas and perhaps to shake off some of the staleness of having 
spent my life between the age of eight and eighteen in boarding 
schools, and then eight years in Oxford and London accumulating 
another three degrees.  
 And I was still filled with idealism. I wanted to help people, but 
had moved beyond a simple idea of working directly in foreign aid 
but felt that perhaps I could contribute through helping to 
understand what was happening in societies less economically 
developed than my own. This hope was strongly supported by my 
idealistic mother who was, to a certain extent, hoping that I would 
be able to do some of the things to help alleviate suffering which 
she had tried when she had lived as a tea planter’s wife.  
 There was one more reason, which fed directly into the research 
I pursued. This was that ever since my undergraduate days, and 
then increasingly in the three years before I went to the field, I had 
become very interested in population growth and the likely effects 
of what was known then as ‘The Population Bomb’. I had read a 
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good deal and my first published article was on the subject. Others 
will have other motives, some overlapping with these, many very 
different. The general point is that it is worth examining your 
motivation for going. Fieldwork can be very challenging and it is 
best not to undertake it unless you are pretty sure you want to do it.  
 
How did I choose a place to work? 
 
 I have asked many distinguished anthropologists how they chose 
to work where they did. Many of their answers are in the more 
than eighty filmed interviews I have put up on the web. In theory, 
they often say, the choice should be dictated by a wide survey of 
places where the answers to a set of questions that are already of 
interest to you are thought to be best studied. They sometimes 
even talk of random sampling frames and other scientific 
approaches.  
 Yet, in practice, I have observed that the choice is usually made 
on the basis of some personal connection or interest in the place 
where one will study. A person has already been to a part of the 
world that intrigues them, or read a book or seen a film about it, or 
has a friend from that area. Or, as in my case, has intended to go to 
one place (Assam) because of childhood associations, and then had 
to go to another (Nepal) because of political events.  
  
Start ing to f i l l  in the background 
 
 Once one knows the place that one hopes to go to, there is 
usually a period of some months of preparation before one leaves. 
Various activities fill this time. One, if possible, it to start to learn 
the local language. In my case I could not do this since there were 
no published grammars or vocabularies of the fairly obscure 
Gurung language and also I only had a couple of months in which 
to prepare everything else.  
 There is usually a need to look at the theoretical literature in the 
topic one hopes to investigate – in my case demography and 
economics. In fact, most of my reading and ideas had been formed 
over the previous eight years of university education so I took one 
or two recent books with me and did much of my reading round 
the topic when I returned from my first fieldwork.  
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 Obviously it is sensible to read as much as possible both about 
the civilization within which one will be working – in my case 
Nepal and the Tibeto-Burmese and Buddhist world of the high 
Himalayas – and, more specifically, if there is anything on the 
particular group one will be working on, to see what has already 
been done and to start to learn about the people and their way of 
life. In my case there was only one important book, by Bernard 
Pignède, published in 1966 in French, so I took this with me to the 
field and made a first translation of the book with my wife Gill.  
Otherwise there was very little published, except one or two 
monographs on Magars, Sherpas and other Tibeto-Burmese 
groups.  
 Obviously the preliminary reading, and general orientation, can 
be directed by one’s research supervisor, if one is doing a degree. 
In my case Professor Furer-Haimendorf was the acknowledged 
leading expert on Nepal and so he could refer me to some of his 
own work and that of others. He could also put me in touch with 
other scholars who had worked in the area. Talking to such 
scholars, including several returned students back from their Ph.D. 
research, is an extremely important part of the initial orientation.  
 Alongside this there are various practical details to be worked 
out – the finances for the fieldwork (in my case a London-Cornell 
scholarship), the medical precautions, the visas, the travel tickets, 
and more generally finding out if there are any particular ethical or 
political problems. In my case I was already keen to use audio-
visual collecting devices so there was discussion of cameras and 
tape-recorders and the purchasing or borrowing of appropriate 
ones.  
 
Training in f ieldwork methods 
 
The early generations of fieldworkers did not have much, if any, 
explicit training in fieldwork collections methods. They might have 
taken out a copy of Notes and Queries in Anthropology. They may 
have had a talk to one or two senior anthropologists about their 
experiences, but certainly I do not remember any formal training 
sessions either at the School of Oriental Studies, where I went to 
do my Ph.D., or even when I went to Cambridge to teach 
anthropology in the mid-1970’s. It was only after the 1980’s that the 
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funding bodies started to insist on a well worked-out set of pre-
fieldwork training sessions.  
 Yet even by the time I retired from Cambridge in 2009, the 
training sessions were not very satisfactory for a number of reasons. 
When I gave such instruction I was always aware that in a group of 
a dozen or so pre-fieldwork researchers in Cambridge, the needs of 
each individual was so different from the others that there was little 
of a generic nature that could be explained.  
What they needed if they were going to work in a city was very 
different to that for a rural village, someone working in Africa 
needed to know different things from someone going to India or 
Japan, someone working in their own culture different from 
working in a distant one, someone working on medical 
anthropology different from economic anthropology.  
 Another reason for the unsatisfying nature was that it was all too 
intellectual. The actual practical and emotional difficulties, the 
anticipating of what fieldwork is really like, the deeper questions of 
trying to make friends and to understand alien beliefs were 
extremely difficult to convey through talking or getting the students 
to read introductory textbooks or do little exercises around the city.  
 To help alleviate some of these difficulties is, in fact, one of the 
purposes of this book. It is located in a very specific, and some 
would say, rather remote and old-fashioned type of ‘total’ 
fieldwork. But though each fieldwork is different, having now 
worked in a number of different cultures in different ways, I have 
come to the conclusion that there are indeed certain common 
features or stages in the work, as shown in this book.  
There is the preparing for fieldwork, the shock of arriving, the 
difficulties of living, communicating, participating and so on, as 
described here. So it may well be that with the help of film and the 
hindsight of what has now been a wide set of fieldwork trips – 
including nineteen to a rapidly changing Nepal over forty years, as 
well as to Japan and China, it is possible to distil out some general 
features.  
 Using film, as in this book, can also overcome some of the 
emotional dryness of just talking and books. It is partly possible to 
enter the actual process of fieldwork and see what is done, and to 
measure some of the reactions.  
 The films and book are based on the growing realization that 
fieldwork can be viewed as a form of the classic rite of passage 
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which anthropologists often analyse. There is the leaving your own 
environment, the process of disaggregation, then the period of 
liminality or ‘out of time and space’ feeling of the actual fieldwork, 
and then the re-aggregation. And within each of these major three 
stages there are sub rites of passage – for example the first stage 
consists of disaggregation from the home, the liminality of the 
travel to the destination, and then a re-aggregation into another 
world.  
 Like all rites of passage, which are analysed to show how the 
process can totally change the person who goes through it, whether 
in young people’s dormitories or boarding schools, or through 
marriage or death rituals, so the process of fieldwork can, and 
certainly did in our case, totally change us. We do not come out of 
what is often a searing process as the same person who went into it. 
Very often we will understand ourselves and the world around us in 
a different way. It is like going through a portal into a magic land, 
Narnia or Alice’s Wonderland. When we come back into our own 
world it is changed.  
 
How clearly were my questions and hypotheses formed 
before I went to the f ield? 
 
 Anthropologists (and all others in the arts and social sciences 
such as historians) are caught in a tension between two positions.  
 One is the obvious fact that unless you have some questions in 
mind, you will find nothing. The mind is not an empty sheet upon 
which experiences are inscribed in a neutral way. Unless you have 
some questions to ask, however misguided, and also some 
hypotheses about what the answers could possible be, you will find 
nothing of interest. As Einstein more generally puts it, ‘It is the 
theory which decides what we can observe’.  
 On the other hand, it is obvious that if you have too strong a set 
of assumptions, expectations, certainties, and too rigid a set of 
questions, you will not be open to the surprises, revelation and 
mind-shifting experiences which are what real fieldwork should be 
about. Fieldwork is based on uncertainty, on guesses that can be 
changed, a groping in the dark. Again putting it extremely with 
Einstein, ‘If we knew what we were doing it wouldn’t be research’. 
 In all good research you have to suspend your own assumptions 
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and too-strong models brought with you from a whole upbringing 
in a certain culture.  
 This latter position is particularly difficult if the researcher is 
making the huge leap from one mental world to another, for 
example as I was from a Judaeo-Christian, individualistic, capitalist, 
urban civilization – Britain in the 1960’s – to a remote, oral, 
Buddhist, farming community on the slopes of the Himalayas.  
 I found, as I did again when studying Japan, that almost all the 
mental tools, the cosmology, logic, philosophical assumptions and 
training in history and the social sciences which I had absorbed 
over the first twenty-five years of my life were of very little value 
when faced with what I saw around me in Nepal.  
 As one fieldworker, Rosemary Firth, described her first feeling 
on arriving in the field, you are like a tiny baby – having to learn 
again how to survive, how to walk, how to talk, the manners and 
customs, the whole paraphernalia of culture which you do not 
understand. And yet you are an adult person. It can be very 
demanding.  
 So how does one reconcile these two positions? I suppose the 
point is to have specific questions and theories and models 
available and ready as a preliminary set of tools. But not to let them 
become so fixed that you exclude the ambiguities, the things that 
do not fit, the unsteadying whittling away of your deeper 
assumptions. 
 In other language, you are going through at a personal level 
what Thomas Kuhn called a paradigm shift. You go with one 
paradigm, that is a set of assumptions about what the framework 
for understanding must be, what the interesting questions are and 
where to look for answers to these questions. But as you work, the 
anomalies, the things that do not fit, the unexpected stumbling and 
confusion, mounts so that at a certain point you realize that you 
must jettison part or all of the paradigm and create a new one. 
Sometimes this happens gradually and you do not notice how 
much you have changed; sometimes it happens in that Eureka 
moment when, as happened to me when I suddenly saw the 
shamanic sub-structure of Japan, everything can be changed in a 
few minutes or days. 
 
* 
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It is easy to reshape the past in our memories, so it is perhaps 
useful to use a contemporary document about my goals, written just 
before I set out. As will be seen, there were theoretical and 
practical goals, and included among the interests was collecting 
materials by taping and filming which would be useful for my 
future teaching. The outline also shows, as does my first published 
article, that I was already very sure of what I wanted to study. This 
is probably a part of my application for a London-Cornell 
Fellowship. There are some additions in pen to the typescript, 
which I have added in. 
 
 
FIELDWORK PROJECT 
 
Area:    Assam/Nepal/Kumaon hills (Delhi)  (India)  (Hebrides) 
 
Approach/problems: 
 
i) To undertake a conventional village study of one village – 
following the model of previous studies. Showing the 
interlinking of ecology, social structure and mental 
structure. Divided into chapters on physical 
background; the domestic cycle and kinship system; 
economic organization; political organization; ritual and 
beliefs. The aim of this would be to 
a) provide training in the methods of collection and 
analysis of data and a consciousness of the 
problems implicit in other anthropological 
monographs.  
b) provide a contribution to regional ethnography.  
c) try, as far as possible, to include an awareness of 
social change and historical depth, intrinsic to the 
approach of an historian-cum-anthropologist and a 
study of social change in a village situation.  
d) Provide a teaching comparative device/study for 
historians who are interested in comparing 
anthropological/historical approaches by collecting 
as much film/tape/illustrative data as possible and 
by, possibly, writing up the final version as part of a 
dual study of English pre-industrial life (on which 
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considerable material has already been collected), 
and modern-day village life in Asia.  
 
ii) Within the general framework of a village study, to take as 
the central problem that of attitudes to and effects of 
demographic change. The sort of problems would be: 
what factors – e.g. kinship structure, mechanisms for 
risk-sharing and insurance, attitude to ancestor, ideals of 
virility or the necessity for producing an heir, effect the 
fertility levels of the society? What are the social effects 
of long-term changes in the demographic structure of 
the village – does it lead to changes on the emotional 
and mental level, eg. In the attitude to ancestors, or the 
attitude to the death of children? What are the attitudes 
in the village towards attempts to limit population 
growth by the outside government? What are the 
indirect ways in which decreases in fertility level are 
effected – e.g. changes in inheritance systems or laws re. 
re-marriage of widows, or provision of communal 
insurance? What are the indirect channels along which 
birth-control information flows and how are decisions 
to attempt control reached? What are the main 
obstacles once the decision has taken place? 
The aim of this would be 
a) to test the hypothesis (Lorrimer) that the decisive variable 
which made pre-industrial European patterns different 
from those of modern Asia was the presence of the nuclear 
family – and to test other hypotheses about factors effecting 
fertility levels. (e.g. Ariès thesis, Moni Nag list etc)  
b) to provide information for those politicians and 
administrators trying to deal with the population explosion, 
by making limited predictions concerning the likely results 
of introducing birth-control.  
c) try to get inside local views to see how they look at outside 
environment.  
 
Models:  
1) Fortes/A. Richards Demographic Surveys in Lorrimer.  
2) Leach, Pul Eliya.  
3) Nag’s study of particular socs.  
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4) Depth study described by Draper, Birth Control, pp. 
271-2 on India.  
5) General fieldwork monographs on partic. Socs. By 
Firth, E-P, Fortes & the new generation – Mitchell, 
Douglas, Stirling etc.  
 
 
These ideas, especially in relation to demography, were 
summarized in my first published article, written exactly as I 
prepared to do fieldwork and published in New Society on 10th 
October 1968 as ‘Population Crisis: Anthropology’s Failure’. This 
gives an overview of what had been done by social anthropologists 
in demography and suggested ways in which the materials and 
theories could be improved. It may be worth including at some 
point as an appendix. The urgency is suggested in the first 
paragraph: 
 
‘We are rapidly moving towards a population catastrophe which 
will make past plagues and two world wars seem insignificant by 
comparison. By 1900, world population had reached about one 
and a half billion: by the year 2000 it will be at least six billion, 
unless it is halted by thermonuclear war or massive epidemics.’ 
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LEAVING HOME AND 
ARRIVING IN THE FIELD 
 
If we continue the metaphor of a rite of passage, then the first 
major stage is the rite of leaving your own familiar world and 
moving through various time and space zones to arrive in that 
liminal world, out of normal time and space, which is ‘the field’. 
This experience has changed enormously since the early days of 
anthropology. Because it is now compressed into a few hours or 
days instead of weeks and months it can tend to be largely 
overlooked or invisible, so it is worth examining it in the more 
leisurely early days.  
In the very early days of the founders of fieldwork anthropology, 
Boas, Haddon, Rivers or Malinowski, it often took several months 
travel by boat and then some further weeks at a local administrative 
centre before you could arrive ‘in the field’. This allowed the 
researcher time to adjust their mind and body clock, to realize that 
they were going to a very different world, to savour the changes of 
smell, sights, food, body distances and humour.  
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Although I always went to my fieldwork by aeroplane, even in 
the later 1960’s it still felt, going from England to a remote village 
in Nepal, as if I was making a major expedition. This feeling 
persisted into the 1990’s. The diving down into a different world 
could happen slowly as in 1968. The shock of arriving in Delhi and 
spending a few days there, was succeeded by a stay in Kathmandu 
which still felt like a medieval city, and then a week in a small town 
in central Nepal where there was no electricity and only a handful 
of cars. The last day’s trek up to the village was the culmination of a 
process which felt like going back five hundred years in time and to 
somewhere in outer space.  
Each stage was also made indelible and protracted because in 
those early days (and still in certain parts of the world) there were 
various ‘gate keepers’, local officials, academics, experts, who could 
grant or withhold permission to proceed to the next stage. So it was 
never certain that we would ever arrive at our goal until we actually 
reached it. “There” was always a possible, slightly hazy, target and 
we might easily be deflected or blocked. It was all rather anxiety 
inducing, especially as the arrangements for transferring and 
carrying money were primitive and we had little money with us.  
 
 
 
 And along the last stages, from Kathmandu onwards, because 
there were so few shops or basic stores, we were also trying to work 
out the things we would need for a prolonged stay in a remote 
village, lamps, torches, medicines, basic foodstuffs and sleeping 
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gear. If we missed the opportunity to obtain these at the right 
moment, months of discomfort or even danger might ensue.  
 So by the time we reached the village we both felt utterly 
exhausted – and already much changed by the experience. We 
were so far from any familiar roots or of anything we had 
previously experienced. It was similar to going into one of the 
‘total’ institutions or asylums of which Goffman wrote. We were 
stripped of much of our outward shell and entered a new world 
culturally almost naked and with little of the enclosing cotton wool 
which surrounds us in our own familiar world.  
If the process in the past was one of compression and de-
compression through time and space, all this still happens, but 
when we now go to Nepal it is different. We know where we are 
going, we fly in a few hours to Kathmandu and stay in a familiar 
hotel and meet friends and then go on to other friends and familiar 
surroundings in Pokhara. There is a motorable road up to the 
village. It is really as easy to get there as going to parts of Scotland.  
Yet I suspect that many younger people going out of for their 
first fieldwork actually go through some of our first experience, 
even if in an age of the Internet, mobile phones and massive 
globalization there are few places one can go to which will now give 
one the immediate sense of shock which we experienced.  
Another way of thinking about the experience of fieldwork is to 
think of it as like learning to swim. The aptness of the metaphors of 
learning the various useful strokes, the shock of immersion in a 
sometimes cold and alien element, the way in which all of one’s 
body and senses are challenged, is obvious. But here I just want to 
mention another aspect of my own experience in both cases.  
When I learnt to swim, the great break–through was when I 
realized that my body was naturally buoyant, when I learnt to relax 
and to float. I found I did not need to struggle, to paddle furiously, 
to fear drowning. I could stop striving, surrender myself to the 
water and just lie on the surface and enjoy the feeling of weightless 
security.  
 It is the same with fieldwork. At first I think I feared the thought 
of failure, was wary of letting down my guard, jealously guarded my 
privacy and my principles, felt suspicious of overtures of 
friendship. I felt I could easily drown, and there was a panic that I 
would never collect enough material upon which to base my Ph.D.  
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 I had survived boarding schools from the age of eight by striving 
and pushing as hard as I could. There was a tendency to feel that 
only through struggle would I do so in Nepal. But gradually, I 
recall, I relaxed and the fear of failure or cultural suffocation 
dropped away.   
 As with swimming, it is worth remembering that the people with 
whom you are living – or most of them – will support and advise 
you on how to swim. It is in their interest, and a matter of self-
satisfaction, if you enjoy yourself, can communicate with them, and 
can perhaps share some of your own knowledge and contacts with 
them. So they will want you to succeed.  
 So if you have any problems in understanding how to behave or 
what you should say, there will be people around whom you will 
learn to trust to give you good advice – ‘mentors’ in the modern 
jargon. Furthermore, by being dependent on them, as a child is 
dependant on an adult, it will help to make what might otherwise 
be an unequal relationship – at that time certainly I was potentially 
richer, more cosmopolitan, better educated – into the balanced 
relationship without which true communication based on 
friendship and mutual sympathy and empathy is difficult.  
 You will become an apprentice, and once you have served your 
apprenticeship you can be an effective ambassador, mediator, 
observer and recorder of the culture. They may be proud of you 
and you will become enmeshed in their world.  
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Arriving at the f ield si te 
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 We first arrived, exhausted and confused, in the village of 
Thak in December 1968. There was then a period of very rapid 
readjustment to new food, sitting and sleeping arrangements, a 
constant audience of people watching, commenting, laughing and 
chattering in an unknown language. It is unlikely that young 
fieldworkers will now have such a strong physical and cultural 
shock. But be prepared for initial confusion. This is often what 
one feels going into a new, total, world.  
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Part of the first letter written from Thak, two days after arrival, 
on 24th December 1968.  
 
 
 
It is what I felt in my first term at both of my boarding schools 
and in a less pronounced way when I went to Oxford, and when I 
started my new job as a University teacher at Cambridge. It is a 
necessary part of the process of learning, the stripping away and of 
re-establishing of different roles, status and identities. And it is, of 
course, the time when we are learning a huge amount very quickly; 
things are strange and startling, but will soon become very familiar 
and more or less invisible. It is therefore important to record these 
first impressions in as much detail as possible.  
 From my own experience, it is the first and last period of the 
fieldwork, when you are arriving and when you know you will be 
going soon, that you learn most. The middle part of the fieldwork 
is when you fill in the details, add the factual data, go into depth. 
But it is the first impressionistic sketch, the shock of going and 
leaving which reaches down to deep levels of cultural difference 
which are covered over in much of the fieldwork. It is then that 
you can see the whole wood, rather than being lost in the trees.  
 37 
Packing and going to Gatwick airport 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776602/1776607.m4v 
 
Flying from England and landing in Kathmandu in 1993  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775810/1775815.m4v 
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Driving to the Manaslu hotel in Kathmandu in 1993 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775750/1775755.m4v 
 
Flying from Kathmandu to Pokhara in 1993 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775817/1775822.m4v 
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Pokhara in 1993 and preparing for the fieldwork 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776630/1776635.m4v 
 
Meeting up with family - Gurung family in Pokhara in the 1990's 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775887/1775892.m4v 
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Walking from Pokhara to Thak in 1993  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776756/1776761.m4v 
 
Arriving in Thak in 1993 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775652/1775657.m4v 
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A PRELIMINARY TOUR OF THAK 
 
There is a more detailed account of the village in the volume 
The Physical World of the Gurungs. Here I shall just include a 
small description of the material background.  
The area which we selected for detailed study lies within the 
panchayat of Thak. The boundaries of this panchayat and the way 
in which other villages border on it is shown in the figure. [all maps 
and diagrams are taken from Macfarlane, Resources and 
Population] 
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The total area of land available in Thak panchayat as a whole is 
approximately 10 sq. miles or 6400 acres. Given the approximate 
total population of 1810 persons in 1969, this gives a density of 
3.53 acres per person. Within the whole panchayat, a certain area 
was the basis for the economy of the sample hundred households. 
This area can only be roughly demarcated, as in the following 
figure.  
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The strip of land cultivated by the 100 sample families extended 
from the Mahdi river at around 3000 feet above sea level to a ridge 
of 7500 ft; agriculture was practised on the side of a 4500-ft 
mountain.  
The gradient of parts of the Panchayat can be brought home 
more forcefully by comparing the gradients in Thak to a slice of 
the Lake District mountains which include the highest mountain in 
England.  
 
 
 
The consequences of the gradient are many. For example, the 
variations in climate and hence crops between different levels was 
very considerable. There was a definite line beyond which wet rice 
was not grown.  
The steepest gradient occurs between the river and the village; 
some 2000 feet in a mile. It is on this slope that the majority of the 
cereal crops are grown. At about 5500 feet is the border between 
grazing and arable, though a little barley and some root vegetables 
are grown above this altitude. Above 5500 feet are scrubby bushes, 
patches of short-cropped, poor-quality, grass, and small trees: it is 
an area where forest has been cleared and now goats and buffaloes 
prevent anything of value from growing. The map gives the 
theoretical amount of land available for each crop, but the actual 
area cultivated is only approximately half the shaded areas because 
of difficult terrain. Very roughly, therefore, the present division of 
the area into half heavy forest, one quarter grazing and thatch, and 
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one quarter arable, is probably not only dictated by the present 
number of the people and by what the land can be use for. 
 
The 100 houses for which I did a census in 1969 on my first visit 
were numbered as follows.  
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The Annapurna Mountains beyond Thak 
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The cliffs below the vi l lage (which is at  the top left) 
 
 
 
Looking up to the vi l lage at the top of the ridge 
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Looking down from the vi l lage 
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Looking sideways  
 
 
 
Thak forest 
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The main vi l lage  
 
  
 
 
 
 50 
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Large house – Lt Bhuwansing Gurung 
 
 
 
Middling house - Dilmaya and Surje Gurung 
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Tailor’s house 
 
 
 
Thak tour – a Himalayan village  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776714/1776719.m4v 
 53 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
LIMINALITY 
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LIVING IN THE FIELD 
 
Moreover, one may say that since what we study are human beings 
the study involves the whole personality, heart as well as mind; and 
therefore what has shaped that personality, and not just academic 
background: sex, age, class, nationality, family and home, school, 
church, companions – one could enumerate any number of such 
influences. All I want to emphasize is that what one brings out of a 
field-study largely depends on what one brings to it.   
 
I would add that I doubt whether it is even an advantage for an 
anthropologist to be accompanied by his wife in the field. They 
then form a little closed community of their own, making it difficult 
for both to learn the native language quickly and correctly and to 
make the required transference which only the feeling of need for 
close company and friendship can force a man to make. (Evans-
Pritchard) 
* 
Though the films show a fairly remote and extreme example of 
fieldwork, they do illustrate some of the practical background to 
work which can make the difference between a relatively successful 
and happy experience, and something really difficult and fairly 
unproductive. Yet this aspect of fieldwork, as important as any 
other, is seldom discussed much in pre-fieldwork training.  
 
 A few anecdotes may be told – the odd food, the use of 
mosquito netting, having holes in the back of one’s shoes to let the 
water out, having enough tables. But on the whole it is assumed 
that each fieldwork will be so different that there is not much an 
experienced fieldworker can pass on. We are meant to go out 
there and to learn by doing.  
 Here I will just concentrate on making a few points based on my 
own experience, and then show how we lived in practice in the 
films.  
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Where did we l ive? 
 
 The most important of all decisions is where to live and who to 
live with in the community under observation. Very simply, there 
are three ways of working, the choice of one or the other will 
transform your fieldwork.  
 On our first fieldwork, we went for the option of renting a small, 
separate, Gurung house and doing all our own cooking and 
housework.  
 
 
 
 
 This had the advantage of giving us a little control over own lives 
and some privacy. But it also meant that a great deal of time and 
energy was spent on domestic chores. It could also, in larger towns 
or cities, lead one to be cut off and lonely.  
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 When we returned, for the first two visits we went for another 
solution. We lived in a separate room but within a house where we 
ate. The advantage was that we did not need to do much 
housework except washing. The disadvantage was that we did not 
really have a private space and particularly no dedicated workspace 
in which to lay out papers or have confidential conversations.  
 
 The final way we settled on, and which has been most 
successful, occurred when it became clear to us and our friends in 
the village that we would be returning often. We paid for a very 
small house to be built – just two rooms above a buffalo stall. This 
was on the edge of the yard of our adopted family.  
 
House and privacy – where one lives 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775859/1775864.m4v 
 
 We arranged to eat with the family in the morning and evening 
and spent our days nearby, but separate. The fact that we spent 
long hours together, but could retreat to our little house, put less 
strain on both them and us and gave us a place to work properly.  
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 Although it would obviously be impossible to replicate this 
exactly, I would strongly recommend some arrangement whereby 
you have sufficient separate and private space for sleeping and an 
office, but where you also live with a family in terms of eating and 
spending evenings together.  
 This arrangement, of course, depends almost entirely on 
choosing the right family. We were enormously fortunate, as the 
films will show. When making this choice of a host, in order to 
avoid the dangers of living miserably through the months with 
dreadful cooks or surly or aggressive hosts, it is probably wise to 
make a very limited initial arrangement. Say that you would like to 
spend a few weeks with a family while you try to find a separate 
house, or some other such reason. And if it does not work, move 
out without damage to your mutual reputation.  
But if, as with us, the living together as an extended family 
becomes the core of the fieldwork, the long evenings chatting 
together about the day’s events, checking facts, hearing opinions 
and gaining insight into the underside gossip of the village, then the 
fieldwork will become immensely more productive and enjoyable.  
 It goes without saying that you should pay for such an 
arrangement at a reasonable level and reciprocate in other ways as 
well. You should not pay exorbitant amounts, which will lead to 
envy and de-stabilise village rates. But you should and can be 
generous – not only with rent and small luxuries but also with time 
and other support. And, of course, it may be, as it was with us, that 
the friendship will turn to love, and your hosts may become as 
close to you as your own family. To help make their lives happier 
will give you as much joy as supporting your own family.  
 
Food and clothing 
 
The basic and obvious method we used in relation to all of the 
practical aspects of living in another culture is “When in Rome, do 
as the Romans do”. In other words, in so far as it accorded with 
our preferences and principles, live as closely to what people in 
general and especially our friends did.  
 This may sound obvious and self-evident, but it is not always 
easy to do. For example, there may be some foodstuffs or drinks 
that disgust you. I have never relished buffalo or goat, and there are 
worse things. The secret here is to eat what you can – and 
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particularly the staple foods such as rice and millet and soya as in 
Nepal, with as much enthusiasm as you can. Praising the core 
foods – often not difficult to do since you will often be extremely 
hungry after a long day’s work or trek – is something that is usually 
much appreciated.  
 But if there are things that you do not like or even disgust you, 
just say so. The distinguished anthropologist Meyer Fortes told me 
that when presented with various grubs and unappetizing things (to 
him) in West Africa he would invoke his Jewish dietary principles 
(sometimes in a white lie) and say that such foods were taboo. You 
do not need to go that far, but in almost all societies people 
recognize that there are religious or personal principles which 
preclude people from eating certain foods or drinking certain 
substances. For example, many Gurungs do not eat beef, and the 
black village pigs are strictly taboo.  
 So just explain, well in advance of an expensive meal being 
prepared, what you can and cannot eat. By eating as closely as 
possible what people eat, and in the same manner (in the village we 
tend to eat with our hands, in Japan and China with chopsticks), 
you show your respect for your hosts.  
 Likewise with clothes, particularly women’s clothes. In many 
societies men’s clothing is fairly international and not heavily 
prescribed. But very often women’s clothes are laden with strong 
conceptions of comeliness and decency. I learnt this over the years 
as I watched the pleasure and confidence which Sarah produced by 
jettisoning western clothes – jeans and frocks – and adopting the 
normal village dress of a lunghi, blouse and the bangles to go with 
them.  
 There is one occasion on which I like to have at least a little of 
the traditional clothing – if only a hat – and that is on special 
festivals and rituals. The less you stick out on such occasions the 
better. And in general it is worth remembering that local clothing 
has usually been adapted over the ages to be comfortable and 
suitable. 
 59 
Eating local food 
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Clothing – local clothes and western clothes 
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Sleeping 
 
 Many societies now have beds and duvets and so on. But when 
we first went to Thak there were no such things so we learnt to 
sleep on a bamboo mat on the floor, which is no great hardship. It 
is, however, important to be comfortable and protected at night. 
We tend to spend up to a third of our lives in bed, and to sleep 
well is essential in order to refresh you for what is often an 
otherwise gruelling experience.  
 The Gurungs tend to sleep downstairs, but we explained that we 
were used to sleeping upstairs and they seemed happy with that, 
though warning us of the smoke. They also tend to have only one 
main sleeping room, so that men, women and children will often 
sleep in the same room, something which we are not used to 
(though dormitory sleeping in a boarding school for ten years was 
some sort of preparation). The art of undressing in a sleeping bag, 
or of sleeping in one’s clothes so that you can go out to the toilet in 
the night, is something you had to learn in those days.  
 
Cooking and housework 
 
 As stated before, there are advantages to doing your own 
cooking, but is also time-consuming to assemble the ingredients, 
cooking often takes a very long time on a wood fire, and washing 
up can be very difficult in cold water. So if it is possible to be 
cooked for, and to have help in keeping the often fairly grimy 
surroundings reasonably clean, it is usually worthwhile making 
some such arrangement.  
 The inhibition on getting other people to look after you is part 
of a wider difference which it is worth mentioning The English, in 
particular, if they could afford it in the past used domestic servants 
for all the tedious jobs and to look after their children. The 
Americans in their more egalitarian setting tended to abandon 
domestic servants. The burden on women in America was 
lightened fairly soon by the invention of a range of domestic 
devices, from the hoover to the electric cooker to the washing 
machine.  
 When you go to a society with few such devices and try to live 
without help, you will learn how long it takes. You cannot, as the 
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people themselves do, draw on young people, the old, or unpaid 
women’s labour. So be prepared to abandon what may seem to be 
egalitarian principles and to pay for some help.  
 Getting paid help I found particularly difficult in relation to 
carrying loads. Nepal is a portering society. The rich hire the poor 
to carry their possessions and foodstuffs on their backs. I was not 
used to this and several times drove myself to extreme exhaustion 
trying to carry all the monthly provisions up the steep mountain 
side on my own back. Later I learnt better and used the porters as 
a way to help a few poorer families by paying them reasonably 
generously as porters. There was no shame in this and others did it 
all the time.  
 
Housework in a Himalayan community 
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Toilets and periods 
 
 The situation has changed of course, but still in most of the 
world houses do not have flushing toilets. When we first went to 
Thak, as in many villages in India to this day, men and women 
would go out of the village to urinate or defecate, or, if they had a 
reasonable sized garden with some shelter go there. This was one 
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of the most memorable, time consuming and unsatisfying parts of 
the first year I spent in the village.  
 I was too shy to do the obvious thing, which we did from our 
second fieldwork onwards, which would have been to make an 
arrangement with a nearby house with a reasonable garden and get 
them to make a little bamboo or tarpaulin surrounded pit-latrine 
for us.  
 For our first year, we used a bucket for the night and for 
urinating during the day and trudged about ten to fifteen minutes 
up a steep hill for defecation. We used a gully which could fairly 
easily be spied upon but was partially protected by being next to the 
cemetery.  
 This is a case where ‘When in Rome’ has to be modified. 
Hardly anyone in the village had pit latrines when I first went to 
Nepal, but later a number did and later the local development 
agency insisted that every house had one. But even in the first year, 
if an older and more experienced anthropologists had discussed 
this problem with us before we went to the field and suggested this 
simple solution it would have been an enormous help.  
 Likewise, there is the problem, for women in the field, of 
periods. There may be serious problems of obtaining tampons and 
a need for planning ahead, and provision made for disposing of 
them. The local problem of menstruation and menstrual taboos is 
interestingly discussed in one of my interviews with Dilmaya. This 
suggests that in many cultures that it would be sensible for a woman 
to discuss with local women as to what they do and what can be 
learnt about this.  
 
Health and medicine 
 
 Again the situation has changed so that it is nowadays usually 
relatively easy to buy appropriate medicines locally. Before you go, 
of course, a local nurse will check what vaccinations, injections or 
tablets are needed for the area to which you are going. What is 
apparent, to adapt a phrase, is to realize that ‘a sick anthropologist 
is a bad anthropologist’, bad in the sense that the work will be 
seriously impeded and you will put an added strain on local 
people.  
 It is very likely that you will be sick at some time, subject to new 
bacteria and viruses. This cannot really be avoided. But with a copy 
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of David Werner’s Where there is no doctor (if you are going to 
such a place, or even more generally it is worth taking) and suitable 
precautions it should be possible to keep this to a minimal level.  
 What is especially important to remember is that sickness 
comes into the body in a myriad of ways, through bare feet, 
through touching, through the air, through various vectors such as 
insects and through food and especially drink. It is here that 
perhaps most attention needs to be paid.  
 Fieldwork can be quite depressing enough, but if you get 
amoebic dysentery, this adds a whole new dimension of 
depression. It is essential to realize that unpeeled fruit and 
uncooked vegetables or meat can be extremely dangerous. And 
above all water usually contains thousands of harmful bacteria and 
amoeba which will soon bring you down with bad dysentery. 
Boiling for a lengthy period will kill many, but not all, of these. It is 
worth taking a belt and braces approach – using at least two of the 
traditional methods of boiling, filtering and adding water-purifying 
tablets.  
 The one exception seems to be tea, which because of the many 
anti-bacterials in it, and the boiling of the water, is pretty safe to 
accept when offered. Distilled drinks are usually alright, but 
fermented drinks (unless made with hops as with western beer) can 
be very dangerous.  
 The other great change is that there are likely to be good 
doctors and hospitals nearby. When we first went to Pokhara there 
were no real hospitals, just a missionary run high level dispensary 
with a doctor attached. Even in Kathmandu there was little. So if 
you became severely ill you would have to end your fieldwork. 
Now, with proper medical insurance, you should immediately see a 
doctor if you are ill for a period, or even if you feel really run 
down.  
 Remember that Virchow defined disease as ‘Life under altered 
circumstances’. Your whole body, like your mind, is adapting to 
very different and challenging circumstances, the ecology, 
environment and stresses are different and you will be subject to 
threats to which you have built up no resistance.  
 All is changed now. If you are ill, you can probably go onto the 
Internet, or ring a friend with your mobile. In my early days this 
was impossible and it was not even worth alerting your supervisor 
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to the problem as it might well be over a month before your letter 
reached him and he replied.  
 The other point which will come up later under ‘Rest and 
Recreation’ is that if you are run down by overwork, unfamiliar 
diet, anxiety or a combination of these it is likely to be 
compounded by falling ill. It is often a problem in fieldwork that it 
is all work – you are constantly on call, there are no instituted 
periods of rest apart from sleep. So it is easy to become exhausted 
and you need to work out ways in which you can rest – listen to 
music, go for walks, spend time away from the main locus of your 
work.  
 
Health and sickness 
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Personal space and privacy 
 
 It was not until we went to Nepal and spent months in a small 
house without a lock on the door that I realized how much I had 
come to value the privacy of England. The villagers would come 
into our house at any time of night or day without knocking, 
especially children, so that we never felt completely alone.  
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 As a new boarder at my two boarding schools I had been 
stripped of private space in communal dormitories, baths, common 
rooms and even toilets without doors. But this was only for a while 
and gradually privacy was restored as a reward for increasing 
seniority. Certainly since I was a full adult I had enjoyed privacy – a 
room of my own, with a lock.  
 It is something few fieldworkers are warned about and my first 
wife, especially, found the constant intrusion on her private world 
of thought and emotions very threatening and de-stabilizing. At 
times we just wanted to scream at people to go away, especially 
when we had made a great effort to leave from the village for a 
special Sunday picnic, hair washing and swim, when we were often 
suddenly surrounded by a crowd of eager young people who 
wanted to share our afternoon.  
 To be alone, especially in the evenings, was reckoned by the 
Gurungs to be a very sad fate and they would gather in our house 
out of curiosity and to show kindness. There they would chatter, 
laugh at our strange behaviour and comment in an 
incomprehensible language.  
 There is no obvious solution to this problem except to explain 
to sympathetic adults what the problem is. They may spread the 
word that you’d occasionally like to be alone. With our later 
housing arrangement we had a way of barring the door, but, as the 
film shows, this did not prevent the children from climbing up on 
the roof and peering in, or others who did not know us banging 
insistently on the door.  
 
Loneliness,  homesickness and friendship 
 
 Though one can be threatened by too much company one can 
at the same time feel very lonely. I was shielded from too much of 
this by the presence of my wife on all my fieldwork. So I was not 
personally lonely.  
 The loneliness, however, took the form of homesickness for 
friends and family and more generally for England. I might have 
anticipated this because when I went abroad in my “gap” summer 
to work in Norway I found I was very homesick – and that was only 
after a few weeks of absence. But during the fifteen months of my 
first fieldwork I missed so much – the scenery, the weather, the 
radio, my room, the food and, above all, contracts with people I 
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loved and the feeling that I understood the culture. We painfully 
counted the days until we could return to all of that.  
 The later fieldwork was split into a few weeks to three month 
chunks, so was not so bad, but again after a month or so I would 
miss the libraries, the conversations, the humour and above all not 
feeling a stranger.  
 I suppose that all of this has largely been alleviated by the 
communications revolution. It is possible to chat on the mobile to 
anyone, or, in many parts of the world, to talk with them face to 
face through Skype etc. But it is worth remembering that you may 
nevertheless be homesick and to be prepared for this.  
 There is one advantage, though, of the loneliness or cut off 
nature of that earlier fieldwork which has been largely lost. This is 
that you are thrown back very strongly on to local emotional 
resources, in other words into forming local friendships.  
 On my first fieldwork I became very close to several Gurungs. 
Other anthropologists from the earlier days have spoken of the 
deep friendships they formed. For example my supervisor Furer-
Haimendorf spoke of Shankok, a young Naga of his age, as the 
closest friend he ever made.  
 I think that the deep bond I formed with Dilmaya’s family, 
arising from my first fieldwork and links to Bhuwansing Gurung, 
was largely derived from this need. Nowadays it is not only likely 
that the fieldwork will be less intense generally as people are able to 
keep in close contact with the virtual world of their home culture 
through constant e-mails, Skype, Twitter, Facebook, mobile 
phones and texts, but the deep need for friendship locally will be 
diluted. So there is loss as well as gain.  
 
Identity 
 
 One of the most difficult things about the old-style total 
immersion anthropology was that by stripping one of many of the 
physical and cultural props and challenging one’s deepest 
assumptions, it could challenge a person’s whole identity. In some 
ways it is surprising that although there are stories of 
anthropologists – and I have met one or two of them – who 
became fairly strange, there are not more.  
 This real threat to identity in anthropological fieldwork was only 
likely to affect a couple of generations of anthropologists. When 
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anthropologists came “off the verandah” and spent prolonged 
periods in remote and exotic tribes, that is mainly between about 
1910 and about 1980, there was a special kind of anthropology. I 
was perhaps one of the last of that era in my first fieldwork and I 
now work in a post-intensive era. From the later 1990’s onwards it 
all changed.  
 
Visi tors from outside 
 
 My Ph.D. students sometimes asked me whether it would be a 
good idea if they were visited in the field by people they knew from 
their home culture. Of course it depends on who they are, for how 
long, at what point in the fieldwork and what kind of fieldwork it is. 
In general I tended to suggest that it might be best not to threaten 
the delicate set of relations one has set up with some care by 
suddenly hosting however close a friend or family member in the 
field.  
 It might be fine towards the end of the fieldwork, perhaps for a 
few days, but it can not only alienate people but also make the 
feelings of homesickness and loneliness worse. It would be better, I 
used to advise, if such people insisted on coming, to use this as an 
excuse to travel to neighbouring communities where you know 
enough to show your friends interesting things, but where damage 
to the central fieldwork cannot be done. Or perhaps meet in the 
provincial town or city.  
 I do know that when we were deeply immersed in fieldwork, 
people would turn up announced or un-announced to visit us. 
Sometimes they gave us fresh eyes, and one or two were better 
fieldworkers than we were. I have visited several of my Ph.D. 
students in the field and they seemed to appreciate this and it 
certainly made supervising them more interesting as they wrote up 
their thesis. But generally we found it a little intrusive and the 
burden of extra total outsiders in a small community was not 
negligible.  
 
Going to the f ield with a partner 
 
A number of my Ph.D. students also asked what I thought of 
joint fieldwork, or even of just having an accompanying spouse. 
Anthropology is such an absorbing, demanding and total 
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experience – from my immersion in history I can see that it is 
entirely different from working in a library or archives – that it is 
notable that there are probably a higher number of couples 
working closely together in the field than in any other discipline. It 
would not be difficult to compile a list of such couples, perhaps 
most famously Margaret Mead and her various partners.  
There is much to be said for joint fieldwork. I have found it a 
joy to work with Sarah. We divide the labour, I do the filming and 
thinking about background issues and some of the interviewing, she 
takes the photographs, census and keeps the diary. Likewise Gill 
and I shared the work on the first fieldwork.  
Being together in the field – at least in the older forms of 
immersion fieldwork – puts the relationship, however good, under 
particular strain. In western life you think you live together, but 
most people have different jobs, friends and interests. So the 
couple overlap with the children, in the evenings and weekends 
and holidays. But much of the time they are, in fact, too busy to be 
together totally; psychologically, if not physically, they are apart a 
good deal of the time.  
Intensive fieldwork, as the cliché puts it, is 24/7. You are with 
the other from dawn to sleep in the evening, in sickness and in 
health, in happiness and in distress. There is no-one else close to 
lean on. If it goes really well as an experience it can cement a 
relationship as it has done with Sarah. But if there are small cracks 
in the relationship, they will be turned into serious difficulties by 
the end of a year.  
I have seen a number of my colleagues and students break up 
their relationships quite soon after the fieldwork, and this is what 
happened to me also after my first fieldwork. It perhaps 
accelerated for both of us the realization that our interests and 
goals were not as close as we had hoped, and thus possibly was not 
a cause but rather a speeding up. But in other cases I think the 
pressures were so extreme that it may have caused the breakdown 
of the relationship. 
The second thing to consider is that if you go on your own, as 
many of the early anthropologists did, you can adapt as you like. If 
you are going to survive the loneliness, you will try to make deep 
friends. There is, of course, a danger that such friendships, 
especially of a sexual kind, are inappropriate, a topic I am leaving 
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on one side. But, on the whole, you have more flexibility and more 
likelihood of really deep relationships with local people.  
Against this is the loss of someone to share and check the 
experience with when you return from the field. Often the one or 
two years in the field will be an experience that changes your life 
and you will spend some years coming to terms with, and 
documenting, what you went through. I have found it enormously 
helpful to be able to re-live the experiences with someone who 
shared them with me. And the fact that her interest and grasp of 
the complex networks of kin and other relatives is far better than 
mine has been invaluable not only in the field but also when 
“writing up”. Fieldwork memories, the imagined village, can fade 
but having two imaginations focusing on it can keep it alive.  
  
Rest,  recreation and comparison 
 
As mentioned, fieldwork is strangely exhausting. You are never 
really off-duty, you are always on display as it were, on a public 
stage. It may look, as some portray it, as if all you do is sit around 
chatting, drinking, dancing, taking the odd note or photograph. But 
constantly being publicly visible in a small, complex, community is 
very exhausting. Consequently I always recommend to my students 
that they should not wok for more than three or four weeks before 
they go away for a night or two somewhere else.  
In our case this was the local town of Pokhara. Though the 
amenities were not much of an improvement on the village, it was a 
change and a huge relief to be, as it were, invisible and unknown 
and able to sit alone, knowing you would not be called upon at any 
moment.   
Then every three or four months I recommend a longer “rest 
and recreation” period of a week or more. In the early days this 
meant a trip to Kathmandu, sometimes to get a visa or special 
equipment. We found these greatly restorative, especially when 
later on we could stay in the international research guest house run 
by the Thyssen Foundation. Here we found western food, baths, a 
library, and music – an oasis of familiar culture. It was difficult to 
leave.  
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Our later visits were relatively short, never over three months. 
But even when we went for only three months at a time, we would 
try to get out of the village to visit neighbouring villages or Pokhara 
after three or four weeks. It was good for us and good for our 
friends.  
Another strategy I strongly recommended which can combine 
important work with at least a change, is to spend time in several 
neighbouring communities. This is very important in various ways.  
 It is always difficult to separate the particular from the 
universal and if you only know one small community, it is 
impossible to say which of the things you encounter are, for 
example, Gurung, and which are features of a local village history 
and culture. It freshens the mind to spend time in a neighbouring 
community and can help to distance your own fieldwork site. You 
may be lost in other trees, but you can look back at the clump out 
of which you have temporarily moved and see its shape more 
clearly and establish how many of the trees in the two or three 
woods are the same.  
 Since most communities are linked to others through 
marriage and kinship, you will probably find helpful contacts in the 
new place, as we did. And knowing the questions you should be 
asking and improving in your language skills, you may well find that 
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in a week you gather material which it has taken months to amass 
in your original fieldwork site.  
  
Choosing your friends 
 
 There is a well-known article by another student in the 
Himalayas, Gerald Berreman, where he makes the important point 
that if you are working in a stratified society, particularly a caste 
society, the early selection of those on whom you will depend and 
become close to will both open and close off opportunities. He 
described how his own fieldwork was deeply influenced by the 
choice of his first fieldwork assistant, and then the choosing of a 
second after the first had to leave. The first was from a Brahmin 
family, the second a peripheral Muslim. When they changed, he 
found that he was inhabiting almost totally different social networks 
and seeing two different villages.  
I have never had a full-time assistant, but I was aware I think 
from the start that by being adopted into one kind of Gurung 
family, and working closely with shamans from the same group, 
there was a danger that I would be categorized as being allied to 
this group and hence less close to another one. I was formally 
adopted into the Kebje clan, part of the “Nine Jat” group, which is 
sometimes looked down upon by another group in some Gurung 
villages.  
But more by accident than design, I notice now that many of my 
closest friends and helpers on that first fieldwork were from the 
other, “Three” or “Four” group. My language teacher, my expert 
on the old village records, my two young Gurung helpers on their 
family’s activities and meals, and several others were from the other 
group. So, by chance, I had a balanced set of friends (apart from 
Tailors and Blacksmiths – I was clearly identified as a Gurung) and 
this has continued since. 
I suppose the moral of this is that one should be careful not to 
commit yourself to alliances and friendships of a deep kind too 
quickly, before you know the lie of the land. This was something I 
suppose I learnt when I first arrived at my boarding schools and it 
is something which students learn at University, where the old joke 
goes that you spend your second year getting rid of the friends you 
made in your first year.  
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 As with choosing which house to live in during the fieldwork, 
you should keep your options open. The more initially friendly 
and helpful are not necessarily the most dependable. One of the 
most friendly and helpful younger boys we met turned out to be 
the only person who ever stole from us in the village.  
 Obviously you need to be courteous and friendly to all and 
to remember that a grumpy manner or unkind word in a small 
community can rankle for years. And be careful about gossip of 
any kind – you do not know to whom any remark you make will be 
passed on until you get to know a person very well and find you 
can trust them to keep your confidences. Proceed gently, let people 
grow used to you and hopefully to respect you.  
 
Returning to the f ield on later visi ts  
 
I have often thought that, regarded from the inside, the intrusion 
of a person from outside must be suspect and unsettling, or at least 
puzzling. Why have they come, what do they want? ‘Anthropology’ 
is not easy to explain. I usually talked about my desire to 
understand the history and culture of the people so that I could 
make it known to my friends in the West, and that seemed 
acceptable. Obviously keep off politics and all patronizing talk of 
helping economically backward peoples. And in many cases 
describe yourself as a linguist or historian or even a sociologist. 
‘Anthropology’ in certain contexts and certain periods after the 
decline of Empire, had a negative connotation.  
 It must indeed be difficult to place and accept an 
anthropologist. The people know nothing about your background 
(it is a good idea to take photographs of your home, youth, family 
etc, so that those who wish to can see something about your 
context). To a large extent you must seem two-dimensional; there 
are no connections to you and no time depth to the relationship. 
However well the first fieldwork goes it can tend to remain 
somewhat shallow emotionally.  
When I went back again after sixteen years in 1986 this all 
changed. They had known me as a relatively young man, and now I 
was middle aged. I had been an impecunious student, and now I 
was a senior academic who had published several books, including 
one on their culture. They could reminisce about the old times 
with me, and we could remember mutual friends who had now 
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gone. Clearly I must be fond of the village and the Gurungs if I had 
made the long and expensive journey just to return for a few weeks. 
I must like them for their own sake, for I was no longer trying to 
obtain a Ph.D. Putting it in another way, time had turned me into a 
three-dimensional person.  
The first experience of an increasing depth in 1986, was added 
to each time we went back. It has been like climbing a high peak. 
On the first fieldwork we reached base camp. Each of the 
subsequent nineteen visits have taken us up a ridge or two. 
Sometimes there was little advance, then, unexpectedly, we 
travelled much higher in a very short time. Our understanding 
grew, and also our rapport and involvement with people’s lives. 
We were no longer outside anthropologists, but migrant workers 
who went away to earn our living in the West, but whose heart and 
home was, as we began to feel, in the village. We were like many of 
their friends and relatives, who were constantly going abroad to 
earn money and then returning. We even talked about being 
buried or at least memorialized there.  
 All this culminated in a memorial service in Pokhara in 2014 
for my adopted brother-in-law Surje Gurung where we were 
touched and amazed by all the emotion we felt. Most of the 
Gurungs had by then moved down to the town, so it was like 
visiting a compressed version of the village we had known in the 
1990’s. There were a number of people there whom I had known 
for nearly fifty years. We were grandparents and knew the children 
and the children’s children. It is a very rich experience which is 
difficult to match in more highly mobile communities in the West. 
It is a little like a school or College re-union, but deeper since 
whole families are involved. It is like my Cambridge College where, 
when I go to lunch or dine I meet people I have known well and 
worked with for nearly forty-five years. Not many people who have 
moved out of their native communities can have this experience 
outside their family and a few close friends.  
It is the richness of this multi-dimensional and virtual village, 
where one is both outsider and insider, half stranger, half close kin, 
which lies behind the series of books I am writing here.  
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PERSONAL SPACE AND PRIVACY 
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ACCEPTING A HELPING HAND 
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A ROOM OF ONE’S OWN 
 
1969 
 
 
 
After 1988 
 
 
 77 
 
 
COMMUNICATING 
 
 There is an initial period of bewilderment, one can even say of 
despair, but if one perseveres one eventually breaks through. I have 
always found that the best way, largely unintentional on my part, of 
overcoming my shyness and sometimes my hosts’ suspicion has 
been through the children, who do not have the same reserve 
towards a stranger, nor if it comes to that, did I on my side towards 
them. So I started among the Azande by getting the boys to teach 
me games and among the Nuer by going fishing every morning with 
the boys. I found that when their children accepted me their elders 
accepted me too.  
 
The way to begin is to work steadily for twelve hours a day at 
learning the language, making use of everybody you meet for the 
purpose. That means that you are their pupil, an infant to be taught 
and guided. Also people easily understand that you want to speak 
their language… They were quite proud of their pupil when he 
began to talk more or less intelligibly. Then, being mute to begin 
with, one learns each day through the eye as well as by the ear. 
(Evans-Pritchard)  
 
Language 
 
 Learning the language is obviously the crucial tool if you are 
working in a different culture which speaks something other than 
your own language. Nowadays English is spoken at least a little in 
almost all parts of the world, but unless you work through a very 
good interpreter and your aims are limited, you will be barred from 
deeper understanding if you do not at least attempt to learn some 
of the basic local language, or, quite often, languages. It is also 
obviously a mark of respect and I can see that there is no way in 
which we would have been considered even quasi-insiders without 
some knowledge of Gurung.  
 Furthermore, since concepts and language are deeply entangled, 
you will learn a great deal about how people perceive and think 
about their world from at least learning the principles of their 
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language. A simple example is the fact that living in a flattish 
country like England, the verb ‘to come’ takes only one form, while 
in mountainous Thak, there were three different words from which 
one had to choose – to come down, to come up, or to come along 
on the flat.  
 Furthermore, learning the language gives you a structured 
opportunity to learn a good deal about the values and perceptions 
in a society. When we worked intensively on Gurung we compiled 
a word list with associated meanings which, as seen below, contains 
a good deal of ancillary information.  
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 Nowadays there are good language resources and dictionaries 
for most parts of the world, so that you can start to learn the 
language before you leave for the field.  When I went to the 
Gurungs there was no such resource, no published grammar or 
vocabulary. So I was extremely fortunate to have the help of the 
linguists Warren and Jesse Glover who had been studying Gurung 
for several years in another Gurung village and who kindly lent us 
some word lists and partial grammars. [REF.] 
 
First list of useful phrases in January 1969 
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 When we arrived we knew not a word of Gurung and had to 
point at things and ask their name and slowly compile a vocabulary. 
We also worked with the local schoolmaster who spoke reasonable 
English and who helped us a great deal.  
 It probably took a month or so before we could make greetings, 
hold very elementary conversations – where are you going, have 
you eaten (the traditional greeting), where can I buy an egg etc. 
After about three months or a little more we passed the next 
threshold, when I could make a joke in Gurung and they would 
(sometimes) laugh. I note in June after six months that I can 
understand simple conversations.  
 But I am not a good linguist, or at least have an aversion to 
putting my mind to learning language, perhaps due to spending an 
inordinate amount of time learning latin at school to no obvious 
purpose. So I have never got beyond the stage of simple Gurung.  
 This means that if people speak reasonably slowly and clearly 
and don’t use too many abbreviations, as if they were talking to a 
child of six or seven, then I can understand them. But even now, 
after twenty visits, I find that if people are chatting among 
themselves I can only understand about half of what they are 
saying. And since the dialect varies very considerably from village 
to village, if I am talking to people in a more distant village, there is 
quite an effort to communicate.  
 What I learnt from this experience over the years, and later 
during many visits to Japan and China, is perhaps worth recording. 
The first thing is how much of our communication is non-verbal. 
This is most obvious with young children and it is one of the 
reasons that we found at the start that it is with the young that we 
learnt most. They would understand our postures and gestures and 
smiles and they would communicate back with a mixture of simple 
verbal and non-verbal signs which we could easily understand.  
 In the first few months of total immersion fieldwork it is worth 
establishing strong relations with several young people, anywhere 
between three and thirteen years old. We did so and have found it 
enormously rewarding. And, of course, in learning the culture 
alongside the young, and looking at it from their vantage point, all 
sorts of new avenues open up. They tend to be less inhibited in 
their comments and more relaxed about being filmed, which are 
added bonuses.  
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 The second general point is that however good my language had 
become, even if I had been a superb linguist, it would have been 
unlikely that I would have had the skills of a native speaker. In my 
case I did not begin to approach this, so that fifty percent of the 
mental and moral world, especially the complex system of 
shamanism which I could see was so important, was closed off to 
me.  
 With this handicap, what I found on these field trips, and then 
later especially in Japan where the language is even more 
impenetrable, was that there are people within the culture who not 
only know their language from inside, but are able and prepared to 
communicate this inner world to you through the bonds of 
friendship and mutual curiosity. They can help you cross into their 
hitherto incomprehensible worlds.  
 One other fortuitous discovery was that if you have any musical 
interests or talent, this may be a bridge. I had been a keen, if very 
amateur, guitarist from about the age of 15, and had learnt a 
number of folk and rock songs. I decided to take my guitar with 
me to the first fieldwork. In the evenings I would play songs, many 
of which had simple choruses which the Gurungs learnt. We would 
have a sing-song, with them beating sticks and spoons to my 
strumming. This certainly helped to form a bond.  
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Fieldwork assistants 
 
 One way round some of the communication problems is to 
have a local fieldwork assistant. Earlier anthropologists, perhaps 
with more money and less time than I had in my first fieldwork, 
sometimes had full-time field assistants cum translators. This may 
be useful, but we have never done so. Instead, we have co-opted 
people to help with the work as they are needed.  
 If you are studying shamanic matters, you will need to spend 
hours with a shaman and to pay him at his professional rate. If you 
are learning the language you need a teacher. If you are doing a 
detailed census you may need an assistant to ask the questions. If 
you are doing a medical survey you may need a doctor. If you are 
travelling to other parts of the area, you probably need a guide. So 
we have been fortunate to have had half a dozen part-time 
assistants, some for a particular trip, and one or two, in particular 
Dilmaya’s youngest son Bikas for more than ten years, as someone 
who can help when you are away from the field.  And now, as we 
collaborate with these volumes, we need expertise of another kind.  
 The question of payment has often come up. The consensus 
seems to be that you should pay the rate for the job – and a little bit 
over if you are conspicuously better off than the usual clients or 
apprentices to an expert. A local shaman or teacher is paid a rate 
by others. You should find out what this is and add on a bit 
through mutual discussion. They are spending their time and using 
some of their professional expertise to help you, and you should 
reciprocate and show respect for all of this. But you should also not 
go wild and overpay.  
 
Men and women 
 
 The communication with people in a culture, and especially the 
working with key informants, is inhibited in a number of societies 
by gender relations. A man is prohibited from entering into a close 
relationship with a woman, or vice versa, and may not, in extreme 
cases, talk or be alone with members of the opposite sex.  
 Sometimes this is mitigated because the outside anthropologist 
may be seen as partly or totally without gender, as we were 
considered to be largely without caste status among the Gurungs. 
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But in other times and places it is a serious problem and I have 
supervised several students who worked in such societies and who 
were only able to access people of their own sex, and relied on a 
partner of the opposite sex to deal with the other half.  
 None of this approximates to my experience with the Gurungs. 
Gender relations are egalitarian and open and several of my 
deepest friends, and one of my two most important informants, was 
a woman. This was a great blessing. Similarly the egalitarian attitude 
between the old and the young, the fact that young people were 
treated with respect and kindness and listened to, giving them self-
confidence, made closely working with them possible.  
 Furthermore, the society was one where, on the whole, there 
was trust and openness between the family and the outside world. I 
realized how this could not be taken for granted when one of my 
students who worked in a Brahmin village in another part of Nepal 
reported on his fieldwork. He could not easily inter-act with people 
outside his family, who were suspected to be dishonest, thieving 
and hostile.  
 Other students have worked in societies where you could talk to 
people, but it was believed that you could not trust what you were 
told since it was always part of a complex strategic competitive 
game. They would try to lie and trick you for their own ends. I 
have been enormously fortunate to work in a society where these 
difficulties were largely absent. In the course of twenty visits I have 
only detected a handful of real lies – although, of course, people 
tell half-truths or cover up things.  
 
The presentation of the self  in everyday l i fe 
 
 This title alludes to the well-known book by Erving Goffman of 
that title which analyses the way in which we put on a mask, or 
present ourselves, to others.  
 It is obvious that when we go to another culture we are viewed 
in certain ways by the people we work with, and we also view 
ourselves in a certain fashion. We only have partial control over 
how we are perceived, but it is still worth thinking before we go, 
and constantly monitoring, what we say and do that might improve 
or damage the image we project.  
 Things over which we do have control, some of which I have 
talked about, include our style of living – how we dress, eat, talk to 
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others, the outside goods we bring in to the community. In 
particular we will be asked directly or indirectly, or reveal through 
our questions, what we think we are doing. I always advise my 
students to be fairly general and laid back about stating their goals. 
If you say you have come to study the Maoists in a period of revolt, 
or to look at sexual freedom in a Gurung village, it may not go 
down well. What everyone tends to find unthreatening, and is 
indeed true, is that you are interested in the history of the 
community over the last decades, and in how the local culture 
works so that you can be better educated yourself and perhaps 
explain the good things about the culture to your friends and 
colleagues at home.  
 As I said, much of the presentation will be done indirectly 
through our actions, our relations to our friends, who we spend 
time with, how we live. In a small-scale and multi-stranded society it 
is inevitable that small things you say and do may ricochet through 
the village and be misinterpreted. If you are lucky, you will build 
up a group of close friends who are prepared to tell you honestly of 
your mistakes, or of the misinterpretations, so that you can correct 
them.  
 Other tools to improve the presentation include humour – a 
strong weapon among such cheerful and humorous people as the 
Gurungs; the reciprocities and kindness and care you take with 
people when they need help; your preparedness to admit 
ignorance and weakness and to accept help; and your openness 
when possible.  
 It is a slow business and your presented self cannot remain just a 
mask for month after month. People will find out what sort of 
person you are and react accordingly. It is the same in every small 
community, as I found from my boarding schools onwards. Much 
more in anthropology is about ‘character’, the whole person, than 
many anthropologists have admitted.  
 Almost all of the success or lack of it in fieldwork depends on 
this process of presentation. It is, of course, largely a matter of 
intuition, of using basic tools of dealing with people which you have 
learnt since childhood. You can only slowly learn to swim in 
unknown waters, where you know little about the hidden reefs and 
sharks. You can only jump into the pool and try to swim, for you 
do not know for a while what the effects of any words or actions 
will be, the echoes and reverberations are beyond reckoning. So we 
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swim as it were almost blind, but a little thought in advance and 
constant checking with people you trust as to what impressions you 
are giving may help to avert the worst disasters.  
 Also remember that your “face” will change over time. First 
impressions are often strong and lingering, but obviously one-
dimensional first impression will be filled in over time and later 
behaviour will modify these. The impression we project will be 
cumulative, and we have to work at it.  
 My great advantage with the Gurungs was that as recruits to the 
British Gurkhas over more than a century and a half, many people 
had contact with those who had served abroad with the British. 
They mostly had a genuinely positive feeling about the British and 
knew something about Britain, its customs and history. They may 
therefore have seen us in some way as junior British army officers 
on holiday. And perhaps I played up to this a bit. Two of my 
uncles had been Gurkha officers in the Second World War and 
my father recruited people into similar regiments, while my 
grandfather had been a Colonel in the Indian army. So I knew the 
Gurkhas from inside, and had also the background of training in 
the cadet force at my boarding school. So I had imbibed the 
“officer” ethic of British public schools.  
 So I probably slotted into what they expected of me which 
helped early on. There was a warm and friendly atmosphere when 
I encountered retired Gurkhas in the village, who tended to be the 
leaders of the village. Especially this was so in my relation to 
Lieutenant Bhuwansing Gurung, who adopted me as a son, and 
whose own son was then in the British Gurkhas. I was a known 
quantity.  
 One other main point is that my age, role and experience 
changed over the more than forty years I have worked in the 
village. I started in the after-glow of the empire on which the sun 
had only recently set. I was possibly somewhat patronising. ‘They’ 
were ‘there’, to be ‘studied’, material for my Ph.D. I was the 
elevated, educated, outsider.  
 If this is somewhat true, and only the tone of my letters and 
fieldwork diaries and the photos will confirm this or not, it has 
changed greatly.  
 With each successive visit, despite being older and more senior 
in age, I became, as it were younger and more equal in status. By 
the time of our most intensive five years of fieldwork, 1990-4, I was 
 87 
just a part of Dilmaya’s family and I hope that all, or almost all, of 
my early ideas of superiority were gone.  
 One side effect of this was that, I increasingly felt awkward about 
writing about people who were very close family and friends. It felt 
as if I was doing research with a view to publication on my close 
family. In other words the participant part of fieldwork had more 
or less totally out-weighed the ‘observer’ side. ‘Observation’ seems 
cold and calculating if too explicit. It felt more like a matter of 
sharing and trying to mutually understand each other.  
 Perhaps this is one of the many reasons why I tended to confine 
my activities largely to filmmaking. I was at that time starting to film 
my own family in England, and it did not feel very different. I was 
filming as a sort of family diary, a recording, a way of remembering 
my Gurung friends when I was back in England, or making them 
known to my students and sharing the pleasures of their company. 
It did not feel cold and clinical.  
 Perhaps the inhibition on writing about the fieldwork is now less 
strong because I am in a different position. We go back less 
frequently. Many of the people we know have left the village and 
the accounts and films of the village are now set in historical time. 
They are a record for those who have left that world. Some of the 
key characters, especially Dilmaya, Surje and Badrasing, are dead. 
I can now stand back a little and look over what has happened and 
share our joint autobiographies of the last fifty years.  
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Premkumari and Sarah learning Gurung language 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776637/1776642.m4v 
 
Playing with children 
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Mutual grooming – Gurungs and anthropologists 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775894/1775899.m4v 
 
Sarah in conversation with Gurungs 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776665/1776670.m4v 
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Alan talking to Dilmaya Gurung 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775624/1775629.m4v 
 
Alan in conversation with a local shaman (jhankri) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775610/1775615.m4v 
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PARTICIPATING 
 
I found it useful if I wanted to understand how and why Africans 
are doing certain things to do them myself: I had a hut and byre 
like theirs; I went hunting with them with spear and bow and arrow; 
I learnt to make pots; I consulted oracles. And so forth. But clearly 
one has to recognize that there is a certain presence in such 
attempts at participation, and people do not always appreciate 
them. One enters into another culture and withdraws from it at the 
same time. One cannot really become a Zande or a Nuer or 
Bedouin Arab, and the best compliment one can pay them is to 
remain apart from them in essentials. In any case one always 
remains oneself, inwardly a member of one’s own society and a 
sojourner in a strange land. Perhaps it would be p.4 better to say 
that one lives in two different worlds of thought at the same time, in 
categories and concepts and values which often cannot easily be 
reconciled. One becomes, at least temporarily a sort of double 
marginal man, alienated from both worlds.  
 
I have often been asked whether, when I was among the Azande, I 
got to accept their ideas about witchcraft. This is a difficult question 
to answer I suppose you can say I accepted them; I had no choice. 
In my own culture, in the climate of thought I was born into and 
brought up in and have been conditioned by, I rejected, and reject 
Zande notions of witchcraft. In their culture, in the set of ideas I 
then lived in, I accepted them; in a kind of way I believed them…. 
You cannot have a remunerative, even intelligent, conversation 
with people about something they take as self-evident if you give 
them the impression that you regard their belief as an illusion or a 
delusion. Mutual understanding, and with it sympathy, would soon 
be ended, if it ever got started. (Evans-Pritchard) 
 
* 
 
 The best short definition of anthropological method is 
‘participant-observation’. This rightly places participation first. 
Early ‘arm chair’ or at least ‘at a distance’ anthropology of the later 
nineteenth century was useful in its time, but the great break-
through in the work of Franz Boas, Bronislaw Malinowski, Edward 
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Evans-Pritchard and others was when anthropologists not only left 
their studies in the West, or even got off their verandah as colonial 
officers, but when they started to participate on a roughly equal 
level with, shared the pleasures and pains of the people they were 
also observing.  
 In this respect, anthropology is different from any other 
academic discipline. The anthropologist uses all of his or her self, 
head, heart, spirit and body. He or she becomes, in the excellent 
metaphor, a musical instrument upon which the culture plays. He 
feels, absorbs, shares as well as watches and questions. This is what 
makes anthropology special, and also particularly difficult. The 
archaeologist digs up artefacts which are separate from him, the 
historian visits repositories where he can sit and handle the books 
and papers, the sociologist devises surveys and questionnaires 
which can, if necessary, be done at a distance. In these and similar 
disciplines you do something. In anthropology you are something. 
You do history, you are an anthropologist. Anthropology is not 
just an academic discipline but a way of life, or as Lévi-Strauss put 
it, along with music and mathematics, it is a vocation, a calling.   
 I must confess that in this respect I have certain virtues, but am 
also not excellent. I have met one or two superb anthropological 
fieldworkers in my life and know how far I fall short of them. They 
have a depth of curiosity and a certain chameleon charm which I 
lack. In many ways I am too cerebral and detached. Ever since 
early school days I have liked to be on the edge of a gang, not fully 
a participant, except for structured short periods as in a theatrical 
performance or team game.  
 On the other hand, my whole education in the communal world 
of boy’s boarding schools was not a bad preparation for 
participation. We learnt to be leaders and followers, to muck in, to 
be laughed at without taking it too personally. I enjoyed a limited 
amount of the ‘boy scouting’ life and was raised in mountains. So I 
find it fun to sing, dance, play the guitar, make a fool of myself, be 
‘one of the boys’. I could be easy with people I had just met. In 
other words I was very like many of the young British men who 
were recruited as Gurkha officers. And like them I find my Gurung 
friends incredibly easy to get on with. Their energy, curiosity, 
humour, resourcefulness and cheerfulness made them wonderful 
people to be with. 
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Participat ing in social  l i fe 
 
 In some ways, especially once I was adopted into a Gurung 
family, participating in social life was the easiest and most enjoyable 
part of fieldwork. It was easy to play with children, to go to village 
dances and other social events, to participate in lineage picnics, to 
attend weddings and funerals, and to spend long evenings chatting 
with our family. The very nature of all these occasions was inclusive 
and participatory. The only problem, occasionally, was to be the 
observer while participating in something so all involving and fun.  
 Clearly the most important thing on these social occasions is to 
show appreciation and enjoyment, to enter into the sense of fun. 
Usually this is easy, though occasionally the food or drink on offer 
had to be surreptitiously slipped away behind a convenient bush. 
The participating, of course, should be reciprocal. During our first 
fieldwork we bought large supplies of Horlicks, one of the few 
things that seemed to be available in Pokhara. Every evening we 
would invite any Gurungs who wanted to come into our little house 
to share it with us, chat, and, hopefully to sing. I would bring out 
my guitar and have sing-alongs with them – entertainment which 
was still remembered by some Gurungs forty years later.  
 And then, usually at least once on every subsequent visit, we 
would try to host some larger event for the village, usually including 
the buying of a large animal which would partly be eaten on the 
spot and other parts divided and given to poorer villagers.  
 Likewise the custom of the village was to hold dances in honour 
of a visitor, after which a generous donation was expected. We 
often had several of these dances on a visit and learnt that it was 
one of the ways not only to participate in the dancing, but to show 
our appreciation for many small kindnesses.  
 The other thing about social participation was that one realized 
that all types of activity were basically social. Going out to work in 
the forests or fields was made tolerable, even enjoyable, by the fact 
that it was done in groups, members of whom would chat and joke 
and sometimes sing. Likewise ritual events such as a wedding or 
funeral, or a shamanic, Buddhist or Hindu ritual, were as much 
social as religious occasions.  
 Sometimes this was a surprise. I come from a Protestant country 
where the holy was also solemn and jollity was taboo. I had been 
taught not to chat or play in church services. To attend these clearly 
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important rituals and to find everyone behaving as if was a secular, 
social, occasion – chatting, wandering around, breast-feeding 
babies, was surprising.  
 All of this reminded me through participating that I was in a 
society where the pretended separation of economy, politics, 
religion and society of “modern” societies does not exist. 
Everything was mixed, religion and economics were social, and the 
social also had economic and religious significance.  
 I also discovered some of the rhythms of the year. We arrived 
in the winter when there was hardly any agricultural work to do and 
the social was at the forefront. I began to feel that the villagers were 
so relaxed and full of minor chatting and socializing that my 
expectation of hard work in a mountain village might be misplaced. 
But from about March or April the agricultural tasks picked up, 
reaching a peak in the transplanting of rice in the torrential rains of 
the monsoons, and then through weeding and harvesting until the 
festival of Dashain in October again issues in the leisured dry 
weather. I saw then that the grinding work, the festivals and dancing 
and social were mirrored parts of parts of life.  
 The only vague reflection of this pulsing change between the 
practical and the social I have experienced in my life in the West is 
in boarding schools and universities, partly in the terms and the 
holidays, and also within the annual cycles of educational 
establishments. In the University year at Cambridge, for example, 
there is initial euphoria and many rites of initiation and social life is 
at a peak. Then there is hard work and weekly relief at the 
weekends. But then at the end of the academic year there are many 
parties, especially in the rites of dis-aggregation at the end of the 
three or four years.  
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An evening with our family in 1992 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775638/1775643.m4v 
 
Balloon football and a picnic in Pokhara in 1992 
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Watching sports and television 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776763/1776768.m4v 
 
Family picnic in Pokhara in 2000 
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Daughter visits us in the village in 1994 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775736/1775741.m4v 
 
Alan dancing  
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Participating in physical l i fe.  
 
 It is unlikely that you will be able to make a really valuable 
contribution to the work that is done in the kind of community 
which exists away from cities and without modern agricultural 
technology. Nor should you really attempt to do so, since if you 
spend too much time working in fields, carrying loads, looking after 
animals, the other aspects of your fieldwork will suffer. But it may 
well be that you can make some small contributions. We certainly 
found it difficult to sit around while our family stacked wood, or 
cleared fields of stones, and felt uncomfortable watching them 
work in the heat while we sat and watched and filmed in the shade. 
So there may be things you can do.  
 There are also many parts of the work where you should at least 
try your hand at what they are doing for an hour or two. Doing so 
has several advantages. One is that you will show that by being 
prepared to do this that you do not scorn but respect such work. 
Your very limited contribution is the result of lack of capacity, not 
some scorning of physical work.  
 Trying out each piece of work for a short period is also the one 
way to realize how extremely difficult even the simplest looking of 
tasks can be. They often require great skill and energy, but the 
people who have commanded these make it look easy, like all 
artists. It was not until I tried to plough, to hoe, to cut rice, or Sarah 
tried to winnow grain or to weave with a backstrap loom, that we 
fully realized the incredible strength of even young people and frail-
looking old people. Until you try to carry over twenty kilograms of 
wood or animal manure a few yards up or down a mountain path 
you will not understand what Gurung life is about, or fully see why 
most long for another less stressful and demanding, life, with a 
chance of better pay and prospects.  
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 Another reason for limited participation in physical life is that in 
attempting to join in such tasks the roles are reversed. You are the 
student, they are the teachers. The films in this book which show 
us trying to do various tasks often show a Gurung supervising, 
leaning over the shoulder metaphorically or actually, encouraging 
and criticizing. This is good for both of you.  
 Other parts of sharing in the physical life will happen just by 
living for an extended period in the host community. You will 
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come to realize how exhausting the everyday grind of washing 
without washing machines, fetching water from an intermittent 
communal tap, climbing up to the village or further up to the 
forest, are. And of course, even sharing a little in the constant 
debilitating minor illnesses, the coughs, colds, sores, bites, leeches, 
sprains, which afflict people most of the time is an education in 
itself.  
 
 
PARTICIPATING IN ECONOMIC LIFE 
 
Planting and ploughing 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776616/1776621.m4v 
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Harvesting 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775838/1775843.m4v 
 
Beating and winnowing rice 
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Clearing fields and hoeing 
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Grinding in a quern  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775824/1775829.m4v 
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Bundling wood 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775687/1775692.m4v 
 
Sarah learning to weave 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776672/1776677.m4v 
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Participation in emotional l i fe 
 
 
 
 Perhaps the most demanding, yet rewarding, part of 
participation is emotional. It might be thought that from a very 
different background and with no preliminary links to people in 
the field, you will not feel deeply about those you are with. This is 
not our experience. We found very soon, and increasingly over our 
visits, that as the Bible enjoined us, we could “Rejoice with them 
that do rejoice, and weep with them that weep”. The triumphs and 
tragedies in such a situation are more direct and affecting because 
there is little to screen other people. They are open and plain. A 
sick child, a lost animal, an exam success, the return of a friend 
from overseas, all are things everyone shares.  
As John Donne noticed, the tendency towards individualism in 
Western culture cuts us off from each other. His reminder that “no 
man is an island” is not needed in a communal society. You do not 
need to ask for whom the bell tolls. Within seconds or minutes of 
a death in a small community everyone knows and shares the pain.  
It is perhaps here that the metaphor of the instrument upon 
which the culture plays is most apt. If you start to feel happiness, 
even joy, and sorrow, even anguish, when people you know in the 
field are affected by the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, 
you will know that you have crossed over the huge abyss that seems 
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to exist between individuals and cultures. You will then be able to 
begin to understand another world at a deeper, emotional, level.   
Of course, as with all our social relations, you will be expected 
to show emotions which you do not feel – and the people do this 
themselves. For instance in the traditional wailing (keening) at 
funerals, some of it is heart-felt, some obligatory. You will soon 
learn what is expected.  
You will also learn what is appropriate in terms of expressing 
emotion through physical contact. The rules about touching, 
kissing, cuddling are variable and a mis-placed gesture can lead to 
trouble. I was fortunate that the body-distances and the rules of 
cuddling and hugging among the Gurungs were reasonably familiar 
and easy to learn and apply. Nowadays, of course, the hug and 
peck on the cheeks which used to be considered so un-British is 
almost universal.  
 
 
Participation in mental and moral l i fe 
 
 Your thoughts are your own and you can keep them so.  But 
there are many occasions when you will be asked for your views 
and opinions on aspect of local life. For instance your view of the 
political authorities or local big men, of priests and of teachers. Or 
you may be asked to subscribe to ideas which in your own home 
culture you would think ridiculous, superstitious or discriminatory. 
You may be asked to believe someone is a witch, that someone has 
been cursed, that women or certain occupational groups are deeply 
inferior, that certain things are taboo or have magical power.  
 Unless it offends your basic principles, it is best to practice the 
general technique of “the willing suspension of disbelief”. For 
instance, with religious beliefs, including those in magic and 
witchcraft, if asked would say that few people in England now 
believe in these things, but a few hundred years ago there was 
almost universal belief. If asked about women or so-called 
“Untouchables” you can usually stick to your principles, especially 
within your own private living space. Villagers knew that any Dalits 
could come into our house and that if we visited their houses we 
would accept food and drink from them.  
 On the other hand, there is no point in being aggressively 
belligerent. It is unlikely that your preaching or extreme action will 
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change a general view. In some ways anthropology is based on the 
reversal of Karl Marx’s famous dictum that “Our task is not to 
understand society, but to change it”. Anthropologists tend to be 
free of the heavy burden of international aid works or missionaries. 
They do no have to convert people, win their hearts, show them 
the error of their ways or improve them. They are there to extend 
mutual understanding, and that means getting inside the logic of 
unfamiliar and often initially abhorrent beliefs. Usually when you 
understand the premises and the outcomes, you will be more 
tolerant, even if, in the end, you still personally reject both the 
premises and the consequences.  
 
Participation in ri tual l i fe 
 
 Beliefs and ideas are manifested in ritual and other forms of 
religious action. Many smaller communities around the world have 
a rich ritual life which can provide quite a shock to someone who 
comes from the West, especially if it is from the relatively ritually 
diminished part of Protestant northern Europe or America. 
Suddenly you find yourself invited to events filled with gestures and 
actions which you do not understand at all, and encouraged to 
participate in them – to be sprinkled with animal blood or 
encouraged to drink cow’s urine, or to lay wreaths on obviously 
phallic objects.  
 I still remember that when this first happened to me in the field 
I felt confused about what I should do. My Protestant upbringing 
told me it was all mumbo-jumbo. And the same upbringing made 
me feel that it would be hypocrisy to go through the rituals as if I 
believed them, and, at worst, it would be a form of idolatry, a 
betraying of my Christian roots.  
 Quite soon, however, I relaxed. External actions and inner 
beliefs are different. You can offer small gifts to a Brahmin without 
being a Hindu. You can offer a small chicken to a village godling 
without losing your religious purity. And this relativistic view was 
made much more acceptable by watching my friends in this 
pluralistic religious universe. One moment they might be doing a 
puja, apparently devout Hindus, the next they might be attending a 
lamaistic funeral, apparently devout Buddhists, and then in the 
evening they might invite in the pre-Buddhist shaman to do an anti-
witchcraft ritual. They did not see this as inconsistent.  
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 What I discovered was that my over-simplified western 
cosmology, which not only demarcated religion and made it “holy” 
and “sacred”, but also monotheistic and a strict combination of 
ethics, doctrine, beliefs about the after life and ritual behaviour into 
one bundle, was not applicable in much of the world.  
 I found I was in the majority world, away from the Judaeo-
Christian-Islamic, often intolerant, exclusive and proselytising 
monotheisms. In the great world of Asia there is no real 
approximation to what we mean by Religion, while at the same 
time religion is everywhere.  
 This explained not only the multiple and apparently non-
conflicting, pluralistic, religions in the village, but also the fact that 
supposedly religious occasions were not set apart, discrete, like 
church services would be in the West. I remember tentatively 
asking if I could photograph, even film, and take notes during a 
puja. People said, of course. Rituals are also, as we have seen, 
economic and social events. They are much more like what I have 
read about Catholicism in some rural areas of the Mediterranean 
or Latin America.  
 As I relaxed and felt no inhibition in filming even solemn 
occasions such as burning a body or shamanic possession, I 
realized how wonderful this opportunity was. Rituals are 
orchestrated for people to join in – it is a form of participation 
which expresses community solidarity. Observing and recording 
rituals was a chance, for a moment, to see hitherto hidden tensions 
and relations in a society made manifest. And because so much is 
happening so fast and in so many places, filming rituals and then 
watching the film again is not only one of the few ways both to 
convey an important part of village life to outsiders, but also to 
allow you to re-examine in slow motion what is happening.  
 Another point again derives from my Protestant background. I 
was taught that I should understand the meaning of what I was 
participating in. As I learnt my Christianity, the point and 
underlying purpose of the ceremonies was explained to me. They 
were all in English and I could follow them and thought I could 
understand the symbolism.  
 When attending rituals in Nepal it all seemed mysterious and 
confused. Why was this done, what was the meaning of that 
symbol? It seemed somehow to be cheating, or at the best I was left 
outside the event, if I could not begin to understand it.  
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 Of course, as well described for example in the article on Holi 
by McKim Marriott, one of the joys of fieldwork is that what the 
first time seems totally meaningless confusion can begin to be 
understood. When you see it again, you begin to realize that the 
actions are not random, the relationships can be understood.  
 But it is worth remembering that you may not be the only one 
who does not understand what is going on. I have often asked my 
Gurung friends how much they understand of what is going on in a 
complex ritual and very often they answer with the local equivalent 
of “I haven’t a clue”. They do not understand the old language of 
the shamans. They do not know enough about the theoretical side 
Buddhism or Hinduism to understand much of what is happening. 
I realized this long ago and so was pleased when two of my 
colleagues at Cambridge, Caroline Humphrey and James Laidlaw, 
came out with their book which described how little most actors in 
rituals around the world know about the purposes and the symbols 
of the rituals. To quote McLuchan in another context, the medium 
is the message. To be doing the ritual actions is enough in itself.  
 A final point is that the whole essence of ritual was difficult for 
me to grasp from the viewpoint of a western Protestant. The 
essence of ritual is the idea that through the manipulation of matter 
– through sounds, smells, gestures, sacrifices and so on – a human 
can somehow change or affect an invisible spiritual world. You can 
ward off a witch with a spell or sacrificed chicken, you can improve 
the harvests by worshipping a local goddess.  
 Now this whole system, both the part which envisages a parallel 
world of spiritual forces just on the edge of our consciousness, a 
sort of wireless wavelength which we cannot see or control without 
the ‘ritual radio’, and the part which says that we can force or cajole 
these forces into altering their course by doing things, runs against 
the last several hundred years of Protestant culture.  
 I deliberately stress Protestant here, for it is still there in 
Catholicism, and, to a certain extent, in some forms of Judaism. 
Perhaps this helps to explain why almost all the greatest writers on 
ritual, from Durkheim and Van Gennep to Evans-Pritchard, Meyer 
Fortes, Mary Douglas and Victor Turner, have either been 
Catholic or Jewish, or both. They accept the premises of an 
enchanted world.  
 But for me, coming from a world which had strictly separated 
this world of matter from that of God and the spirits, which had 
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rejected miraculous intervention, masses, candles and saints and 
the conversion of wine into blood, it all seemed mumbo-jumbo.  
 It took a real effort to re-enter an enchanted world where the 
spiritual forces are just behind the surface. I had once inhabited 
such a world as a child, a world where fairies and Father Christmas 
and talking animals were my companions. But from about the age 
of twelve onwards this had withered. Now in my fieldwork I had to 
re-enter a magical world. And by so doing, entering the door once 
through a number of fieldwork visits to Nepal, I suddenly found it 
possible to do the same in a more dramatic and unexpected way in 
my work on Japan, where the spiritual forces or kami were lurking 
hidden behind the bullet trains, pachinko parlours and department 
stores.  
 All of this reinforces earlier remarks about how much we have 
to change in ourselves if our fieldwork is going to be helpful in 
seeing the world anew. It does not mean that we have to lose our 
convictions and beliefs. I am still an agnostic Protestant, still an 
academic individualist, still a believer in the basic unity and equality 
of human beings. But I have also travelled in alternative lands, 
entered magic casements. And doing so has, in some strange way, 
made my own world a little more unexpected, surprising and, dare 
I say it, magical too.  
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PARTICIPATING IN RITUAL 
 
Ritual dance 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776644/1776649.m4v 
 
Brother-sister blessings 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775673/1775678.m4v 
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Dilmaya's memorial ritual in 1995 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775743/1775748.m4v 
 
Hindu ritual  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775852/1775857.m4v 
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Shamanic healing ritual 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776686/1776691.m4v 
 
Buddhist ritual 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775680/1775685.m4v 
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Two shamanic rituals 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776728/1776733.m4v 
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OBSERVING 
 
On the other hand, the anthropologist must follow what he finds in 
the society he has selected for study…. I had no interest in 
witchcraft when I went to Zandeland, but he Azande had; so I had 
to let myself be guided by them. I had no particular interest in cows 
when I went to Nuerland, but the Nuer had, so willy-nilly I had to 
become cattle-minded too…  
 
I have always held, and still hold, that one should record in one’s 
notebooks as much as possible, everything one observes. I know 
that this is an impossible task, but long after, maybe many years 
after one has left the field and one’s memory has faded, one will be 
glad that one has recorded the most familiar and everyday things – 
what, how and when people cook, for example. I have now lived to 
regret that I did not always do so. (Evans-Pritchard) 
 
 
* 
  
The other side of participant-observation is clearly observing. 
This encompasses both the observation through one’s eyes and 
ears and other senses, and also watching one’s own interactions and 
conversations with people. It is a matter of standing above the 
participation and thinking about what is going on. Put in that way, it 
is clear that all humans from infancy onwards are participant-
observers; that is how they learn and progress. Anthropology is just 
a slight formalization of daily life, just as Einstein rightly says that 
‘the whole of science is nothing more than the refinement of 
everyday thinking. Before looking at some of the specific methods 
of improving the observational aspect of fieldwork, it is worth 
elaborating a little more on particular problems in observation, 
adding to what has already been written on participation.  
 I have noted some of the difficulties in observing religion and of 
observing some particular segments of the community – women, 
children, the poor or lower caste. There are also problems in 
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observing certain activities. Among the Gurungs, for example, 
eating in the house was a rather private matter and formal attempts 
to observe it, for example by filming or asking too many questions 
or, as in our first fieldwork, getting two young Gurung friends to 
note down what was eaten every day, can cause offence. Likewise, 
though much of the micro-politics of the village – informal 
settlements of arguments, school governor’s meetings, meetings of 
the village Panchayat when there was one - are public and one can 
observe them, other parts, family quarrels for example, may be 
sensitive.  
 An obvious fact is that while people may be happy for you to be 
present and observe with your eyes, if you start explicitly to record 
the events with a view to remembering them, either by writing notes 
or by using a recorder or camera, people may feel uncomfortable 
or angry. If you are in doubt about this, you should always ask what 
is appropriate. And if you also make your recording methods as 
unobtrusive as possible, though not invisible, using a very small 
notebook (as explained below) with infrequent jottings, a small 
recorder or camera, that all helps. And of course you should 
explain why you are observing and obtain the due informed 
consent, which is at the heart of ethical fieldwork.  
 The main philosophical difficulty with observation concerns the 
inter-connected questions of what to observe and what the meaning 
is of what you observe. As described with complex rituals, at first 
much of what goes on will be something of a blur. You cannot see 
how it works, what it means, what is essential and what is surface 
decoration. You have to direct your attention to a part, but which 
part? 
 If you know in advance that you will be observing an important 
and complex occasion and already have a trusted and helpful 
friend, it may help to obtain some ‘notes’ in advance, as one often 
does when going to an opera or musical performance. In other 
words, to go through with them the likely events and establish a 
rough shape of what will happen and especially what you should 
look out for. And then, when it is over and you come to write it up, 
if you have the time and energy, go through what happened and 
ask them about particular puzzles.  
 All of this is set within a larger problem which is that you 
basically only know a little of what you don’t know – where the 
gaps are – and do not know at all about many things which you 
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have not even guessed are important – the ‘unknown unknowns’ in 
Donald Rumsfeld’s formulation.  
 This can be put in another way. I found through my fieldwork 
that people would tend to tell me things which I had already 
guessed. They would not waste time and effort explaining to an 
uneducated and ignorant outsider what they clearly had no clue 
about. It would be a waste of breath and uninteresting. But if you 
surprise and intrigue them, starting to play the game at a better 
level, perhaps even contributing things they themselves did not 
know to the conversation, then a true intellectual exchange gets 
under way.  
 For example, if you asked blandly whether there were 
sometimes marriages between people who were proscribed from 
marrying each other, normally people would say no. But if you had 
worked out or guessed that such a marriage had taken place, you 
might, with a trusted person, cite this case and they might confirm it 
– and then give more instances.  
 This happened in a dramatic way in our fieldwork. We had paid 
three or four visits to the village and gradually shown our 
commitment and worked out a good deal of the surface of village 
life. At that point, the most knowledgeable Gurung in the village 
decided that as we already knew a good deal, seemed to be 
trustworthy, and were in effect the historians of the village, so he 
would reveal to us a whole hidden under layer of village life, the 
real history of social relations, which we had only glimpsed before. 
It changed our whole attitude to the village and enormously 
enriched our understanding, but it took time and was only really 
possible because Sarah had already worked out much of the formal 
structure of village relations and so could hold a detailed 
conversation about what was missing or wrong.  
 Another example illustrates the way in which one learns 
important things by accident, by giving people a jolt through 
revealing one understands something that they can then more fully 
explain.  
 The young French anthropologist Bernard Pignède had done 
an amazing job in about five months in another Gurung village in 
studying many aspects of life. He had worked closely with the 
shamans and gathered a huge amount of information. But when he 
had asked them whether it was believed that certain people were 
witches, they had said of course not. They knew that westerners 
 117 
thought believing in witches was superstitious and also that the 
Nepali government was already trying to suppress witchcraft 
accusations.  
 So when I read Pignède’s book I accepted his assertion and did 
not ask my chief shamanic informers further about his. Fortunately 
the proofs of my book on witchcraft in England in the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries arrived for correction in the field and I 
set about working on them. When my shamanic assistant asked 
what I was doing I explained that until fairly recently the English 
and other Europeans had believed that people could be witches – 
but that he would not be able fully to understand what I was writing 
about because there was not such phenomenon among the 
Gurungs.  Having realized that it was not so strange and backward 
to have such beliefs, and knowing that I understood about these 
things, he immediately corrected me and explained at length who 
the witches in the village were and what the beliefs about them 
consisted of.  
 It is part of the ‘Catch 22’ of all fieldwork. Until you know what 
you are looking for and are pretty sure it is there, you will not find 
it. It is very much a matter of hazarding guesses, often based on 
your wider comparative training and reading about what happens in 
other cultures, and then seeing if it is true in the one you are 
working in. As with a jigsaw puzzle, you have to have a mental 
picture of the shape and image of a missing piece before you will 
find it.  
 Finally, it is worth stating that observing alongside participating 
requires considerable effort. It is easier just to do and not to reflect 
much. But a good anthropologist will constantly be hovering above 
the event and conversation, their body communicating at one level, 
their mind watching at another. I have never been particularly good 
at this – I tend to be too involved in the encounter. But I have met 
several anthropologists who I sense are excellent: they talk to me, 
but are also watching both of us. Audrey Richards and Evans-
Pritchard were among those who immediately impressed me in this 
regard. It is a skill which really good teachers, priests, psychiatrists, 
detectives and others need to develop. 
 Obviously what you concentrate on observing and recording will 
depend on your own interest and project. Yet it is a general fact 
that anthropologists tend to observe and record much more than at 
first seems strictly necessary. This is partly because they know that 
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in many societies you cannot divide off a particular area, such as 
the economy or religion, and ignore the rest, and partly because at 
least in much of the fieldwork, you do not know what is irrelevant, 
so it seems best to record on a broad front.  
 Another reason is that you may feel an obligation to observe and 
record a changing world because you know that if you do not do 
so, it is gone for ever. You cannot enter the same river of time 
twice. This came out in my experience of the contrast with history. 
You can note part of a book, or extracts from a document in an 
archive and be selective. If, later, you realize you have missed 
something, or your questions have changed, you can go back again 
if necessary.  
You cannot do this in fieldwork. Unlike history or archaeology 
or most of the sciences, you create your own data, and if it is not 
created it does not exist independently of you. The moment 
passes, the society changes. And since it is a feature of all academic 
research that your questions are constantly changing as you learn 
more, you cannot afford to ignore materials merely because they 
are not currently part of your central question. You never know 
when some small, apparently trifling and irrelevant remark or 
observation, may suddenly be a key to further understanding.  
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Observing ritual 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776581/1776586.m4v 
 
Observing economic life 
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FIELDWORK ETHICS 
 
Anthropology is one of the trickiest of all disciplines in terms of 
ethics. Poised between cultures, uncertain of the rules of the game 
he is playing, living on constant display, often faced with poverty or 
naked power, the anthropologist faces ethical dilemmas from the 
moment he decides to do his fieldwork to the moment his book is 
published – and after. And if he uses film, there are a whole set of 
extra things to think about.  
One of the obvious ethical dilemmas concerns the question of 
to whom one is primarily responsible. A simple listing will soon 
how many people are likely to have some involvement in an 
individual piece of research, each of them needing to be treated 
ethically. There is your own government. I should not let down my 
Queen and country. There is the host government who have given 
you a visa and permission to do research. There are the various 
gatekeepers who allowed you in and whose reputation and career 
could be enhanced or damaged by you – local university, local 
administration, local experts.  
 There are the University and Department itself from which 
you come. There are your colleagues in your department. There 
are other researchers in the area, present and to come in the 
future, who can be seriously affected by how you behave. There is 
your supervisor or supervising committee. There are your family 
and particularly your companion(s) if you go with others. There is 
yourself and your future career.  
Above all there are the people you work with, both the 
community as a whole, sub-groups within it (for example in my 
case my lineage), and particular individuals who have helped you.  
The problem is that your ethical responsibilities to this 
multiplicity of people and bodies will clash. An obvious case may 
be that the local government may want you to report on what you 
have found, while your informants do not want you to do this. Or 
even there may be a disagreement within the local community.  
I felt myself that while there are few general rules for all cases, 
there is one over-riding one. That is that your primary 
responsibility is to the friends, informants and the whole of the 
local community in which you work. They have often trusted and 
absorbed you, revealed their lives to you and shared their world. 
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To betray them is unforgivable. Even if this means telling less than 
the whole truth, for example in the Report which the host 
authorities or university may ask you to supply, you must protect 
your informants. In many ways you are in the position of a good 
journalist, a priest, or a solicitor. What you are told is often in 
confidence and must not be revealed to others without permission.  
This directly leads into one of the most discussed aspects of 
fieldwork ethics, namely how far you should change the names of 
individuals and the community in which you work. The 
circumstances will vary hugely. Many anthropologists have changed 
the names, not always because it will make it impossible for people 
to work out who is saying what, but because it can protect 
individuals (‘plausible denial’) if their names are changed.  
But before you do so, ask people what they would like. 
Sometimes the subjects have been annoyed that the anthropologist 
has changed their names – and at other times later anthropologists 
who do re-studies have found it made it more difficult to do so.  
 Much of the ethics consists of behaviour in the field. The 
general admonitions of A. C. Haddon to Evans-Pritchard, quoted 
at the start of this book, ‘to behave like a gentleman’ is a start. A 
true gentleman will not lie with bad intent, steal, use people as 
means rather than treating them as ends in themselves. He will 
show courtesy and gratitude for things received, sympathy and 
empathy with people who are often less fortunate than himself. He 
will think first of the other, and then of himself, be modest, tactful, 
restrained. He will not intrude where he is not wanted, or gossip 
gratuitously. All this is the aim and ideal.  
A particular problem concerns the intellectual property of your 
work, that is your rights to distribute and use what you collect. The 
usual rule often put forward here, especially in relation to formal 
gathering of material, as in an interview or film, is informed 
consent. This is indeed a useful goal. If it is appropriate and 
possible, and certainly if you are asked, you should explain why 
you are gathering the material, what you think you will do with it, 
and then obtain their freely given consent.  
There are, however, considerable problems with the bland 
assertion of ‘informed consent’. Partly there is the question of how 
far you can inform people if they have little idea of the context 
which within the material will be used. A university and public at 
the other end of the world is very remote. Even more difficult is 
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that you yourself may not have the information to impart. For 
instance, when I filmed in Thak for many years, I told myself and 
anyone who was interested that it would just be shown to my family 
and my students in Cambridge, people who would understand. But 
after 2000, with the Internet, Youtube etc. it suddenly became 
usable in a new way which I had not envisaged.  
The best I can do now is to give copies of all the films I intend 
to make public to trusted friends and family in the local 
community, and several Gurung organizations, and to ask them to 
look through them. If they see anything which they are worried 
about, I will delete the problematic pieces. I have also already used 
my accumulated knowledge of the community to edit out what I 
think might be hurtful or offensive. And with written texts there is a 
good deal which I will never make publicly available.  
So all you can do at the time is to discuss the subject with people 
and, if possible, highlight the parts of any exchange which they want 
to be kept private. For example, I have not put up a whole set of 
films of an extreme shamanic ritual in which girls go into wild 
trances, as I know this could cause danger and offence. It is 
particularly important also when you do an interview to ask 
whether there has been anything said that should not be made 
public.  
Another aspect is secret recording, with a concealed audio 
recorder or even a tiny camera. I know of respected 
anthropologists who have secretly taped and filmed their subjects 
and then used this material in full without their subject’s consent. 
This seems to be highly unethical. I have been fortunate in that I 
have never been faced with any situation where I have been 
tempted to do secret filming.  
Another topic is the ethics of gossip. In a small community, 
what you know from one person may well be a currency you can 
use to extract information from another - trading gossip. You 
cannot avoid doing this, and you will hear and know things which 
can damage people. My general rule is to avoid being told things 
which are highly damaging – ‘Hear no evil, see no evil, speak no 
evil’. But when you are told private and potentially powerful 
information, be very careful. I know of students who have been in 
extreme danger because they naively traded gossip between 
political factions in a small community.  
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Another area of ethics, and the one on which the films below 
concentrate, concerns the ethics of reciprocity, or giving back. In 
other words, you have benefited from the kindness of strangers 
who owe you little or nothing – what will you give back? 
My view is that you should reciprocate at various levels. One is 
through helping and rewarding particular individuals and families 
who help you. The films below shows this with our family, for 
whom we bought land, animals and helped with their children’s 
education. This is all a pleasure rather than a duty. Obviously you 
have to be careful not to create dependency, lop-sided patronage, 
or envy. To give well and tactfully is as difficult as to receive 
graciously. But it is important to be generous in a generous spirit.  
Then there is wider community, where it easier to give without 
causing envy for particular recipients. We have given a number of 
things to village over the years – help with the building of schools, 
the mending and construction of paths, helping to build a road to 
the village, setting up a communal shop, providing quite a lot of 
medicine. We also hold community fests, pay for dances, distribute 
large quantities of sweets to the children, and small gifts of money 
to very poor villagers. All of this is more an honour than a duty.  
More generally you may be able to be a spokesman for the 
community in the wider society. Often the local people will think 
that you have more influence than you really have, in which case 
there is an ethical dilemma in which you are tempted to say that 
‘maybe’ you can help them, when you know it is very unlikely that 
you ever will be able to do so.  
 And finally you can return some of their kindness in a more 
intellectual and cultural way by supporting local cultural centres, 
writing books, making films, recording oral history. In fact by acting 
as a responsible member of the community with all your skills. We 
have done a good deal of this, for instance in relation to the 
Gurung cultural centre in Pokhara.  
In the old days, the anthropologist could flit in and out of the 
community. After he left, he was gone. The local people probably 
never saw the book or the film of the visit. They probably, in most 
cases, never saw the anthropologist again. They may have resented 
the fact that it was on their backs that he got his Ph.D. and then 
went on to a well-paid job on the basis of his book. But there was 
nothing they could say or do about it.  
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 The situation now, of course, is entirely different. You are only 
one click of a mouse or one mobile text message away from the 
people you work with. They have their own Professors of 
Anthropology. But the increased pressures this may put on you is 
mitigated by the fact that the gulf between you and most of them 
which existed in the 1960’s in terms of standards of living are not 
so great. They have their own traffic jams and pollution to worry 
about, just as you have.  
  Out of all these dilemmas and experiences comes the field date. 
Anthropology is about a relationship. Filming reveals the 
relationship very bluntly. It tells as much about the person who 
shoots the film and the editor as it does about the subjects of the 
film. And what will be revealed is that all of us fail many times in 
our ethical responsibilities. But if you can say that you have 
behaved with people in your fieldwork with the same, hopefully 
high, standards you apply in your family and your professional life, 
you will be able to live with the failures.  
 Cheating, lying, exploiting, betraying may help you up the greasy 
academic pole a certain way quite quickly, but can you live with 
yourself if you behave like this. Perhaps it is a residue of my 
Protestant upbringing that, though I no longer believe that God is 
there watching, I still feel a sense of guilt if I feel I have not 
behaved ethically, at least by my own standards.  
The question of what you do when ethical systems clash, as they 
often do, I have tried to deal with briefly under participant 
observation and the relativity of morals.  
And finally there is a whole other area of representation. For 
example, what happens if you discover aspects of the society which, 
if put in a film or publication, may make outsiders think less of 
them? For example, how do you portray things like witchcraft, 
gender intolerance, cruelty, crime and corruption? Do you tell the 
truth and damage the people you may have learnt to love, or betray 
the academic pursuit of truth, the whole truth and nothing but the 
truth? I shall leave this whole ethical dimension for now, though it 
suffuses much of what I have written about elsewhere.  
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Arranging for a bank account for a village family – 1992 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775645/1775650.m4v 
 
Buying gold for younger female relatives in Pokhara 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775694/1775699.m4v 
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Sweets and small gifts in a Himalayan community 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776693/1776698.m4v 
 
Looking at photos 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775880/1775885.m4v 
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Schools - teaching in a Himalayan community 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776679/1776684.m4v 
 
Administering medicine in a Gurung village 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775589/1775594.m4v 
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Village co-operative store in a Himalayan community 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776749/1776754.m4v 
 
A feast in a Gurung village in 1994 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775582/1775587.m4v 
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Gurung cultural centre in Pokhara 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775831/1775836.m4v 
 
I ran the pre-fieldwork class at Cambridge. I have recorded my 
talk to them and it is available on the web.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1402954/1402959.m4v 
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RECORDING ANOTHER 
WORLD 
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DIARY, NOTES AND LETTERS 
 
I made it a rule never to take a note-book with me in public, not 
that people would have had any idea of what I was doing, but 
because I felt that somehow a notebook came in between them and 
me and our contact. I memorized what I saw and heard and wrote 
it down when I got back to the privacy of my abode. (Evans-
Pritchard) 
 
* 
 
The central textual recording device for anthropologists is the 
fieldwork diary. Although such diaries are sometimes thin or 
intermittent, I have always urged my students to try to keep as full a 
diary as possible. It is often a slog at the end of a long tiring day, or 
early next morning, to write up a full diary and it may seem rather a 
waste of time. Surely you will remember the important things, 
surely this catalogue of repeated events “Went up to the forest and 
cut wood. Came own and dealt with sick children. Had lunch.” etc. 
is hardly going to be useful.  
 But you will find that when you come to write up your work and 
try to make sense of a long period of fieldwork, to recall the events 
and how they are connected, and to put other materials you 
collected into order, the diaries become an essential source. Here, 
just to illustrate the sort of diaries we kept, are a couple of 
examples from our fieldwork.  
 
The first is from the middle of my first fieldwork, four days in 
June 1969. I kept the diary on the left side of the page, and Gill, at 
time, on the right (in greater detail).  
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For those unable to read my hand-writing, here is a transcript. 
 
25.6.1969 
A pleasant day. Again overcast, but again little rain and the villagers 
worried by this as it is holding back the rice. Bhuwansing's family 
all sick with tummy/head troubles and consequently short of 
labour. We went down to watch Prem and wife's brother 'Asar 
lava', ie. planting rice. Very soothing to watch and all village very 
friendly. Then carried on with Pignede and 'Tirige'. 
26.6.1969 
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Another quiet, relaxed/relaxing day. The chief sadness - to finish 
'Middlemarch': a really superb novel, full of wit and warmth. Did 
some 'Tirige' with Prasad's father, and some kinship, etc. 
questioning at House14. Language now good enough for simple 
question and answer - though nothing complicated. Still no real 
rain and village 'atidiba' (anxious). Very hot and mountains and 
green of young rice, superb. Quite a few ideas are coming to me in 
odd moments. 
27.6.19697 
A little rain in the morning, but still not what is needed in the 
fields, and generally hot. Many people returning up from the field 
for lack of water. Did a couple of hours with Bolbahadur, also 5 
pages of Pignede and another 'Tirige'. Gill a bit under the weather 
again, with spots and a wobbly tummy. Feel unusually cheerful 
myself. 
28.6.1969 
Bright again and still not much rain. Did a little work with Prasad's 
father and retrieved rucksack. 'Tirige' coming on well - also did 
various bits and pieces in house and continued to read fantastic 
Weber. No pretentiousness there - what a superior mind to Levi- 
Strauss. 
29.6.1969 
Again bright and hot. Village taking a break both because it was full 
moon and because the funeral of Potamkumari's husband. Quite a 
splendid affair - but not nearly as good as 'pae lava'. Prem came for 
a couple of hours but Gill not very well today so we went for a walk 
in the morning and had a fairly relaxed day generally. Language 
now good enough to hold goodish conversations. Continuing with 
Weber. 
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 The second example is an example of Sarah’s fieldwork diary 
cum notebook. This is for 21st April 1992, and is typical of the 
detailed account contained in this source.  
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The above is the first of five pages for that day. The full transcripts 
is as follows.  
 
Diary for 21.4.1992 - Sarah 
 
To demonstrate the bugs in the water supply, Gerry fashioned a 
microscope, this morning, out of binoculars and a torch, with extra 
magnification from a few glasses he carried. We took a table 
outside, and Badrasing was able to see the tiny worms on the slides 
Gerry made from plastic. Dilmaya also looked but failed to see 
them, so did Puspa. Interesting to see what effect this might have. 
Wonder if the street cleaning, even to the extent of washing the 
road is linked in any way. Alan did tell Badrasing where he got his 
sample. 
Bolbahadur and a new schoolmaster - a Brahmin - came to 
collect us to go to the school. At Kumansing's house, saw IB and 
Ujesing doing the 'Di bar lava' in a little shelter in front of the 
house. IB came up with us. Seems he has all the money given by 
the Faulds for the school, and is the banker. The mountains were 
visible, though hazy, for the first time since we came, so Gerry and 
Hilda could at least see they were there. At the school we saw the 
two further classrooms had lost half their roofs so were open to the 
elements. Both tin and wooden framework had blown off. Gerry 
asked that IB and the others make an approximate costing for the 
Renaissance Trust. We saw the foundations for the two new 
classrooms. They have to lay these before getting any further 
money. The Government will pay 40 percent of the projected cost, 
the village the rest. Total cost 100,000rs. The Government will pay 
nothing for the tin roofs - that is a total village expense, thus the 
need for help. IB did a written costing which he, the headmaster, 
and Bolbahadur signed. Gerry feels that one should give more by 
stages - when one job successfully done, then the next should be 
helped. He wanted to tie the building of latrines into the plan - two 
for boys, two for girls. Also piped water, but this may not prove 
possible. The new headmaster seems to keep better discipline than 
the last. The children did not rush out of their classrooms when we 
arrived, and all worked when we went into them. 
From the school, we went to Kami Nasa as Kumansing was 
making an 'ashee' for Gerry. I checked the Blacksmith houses. 
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There are two new ones - Chandrabahadur's and Badrasing's. 
Cleared up a few niggling inconsistencies, then went to watch the 
'ashee' making, which was well advanced. Gerry impressed by the 
quality of the workmanship with such crude tools, and the 
knowledge of the correct treatment of metals. Kumansing took 
more trouble with the handle than he would do for ordinary 
villagers, of course. It cost more too, but then, that was to be 
expected. 
Gerry went back to see Hilda, who had not come with us, and 
we went on the to Sarki village. I had earlier spoken with Budiman 
Sarki while in Kami Nasa, and he said he'd built a new house there, 
so I wanted to photograph it. He works as a chef in India. He's 
worked in Calcutta, Darjeeling, Madras and Delhi, and will be 
going back to Delhi. He showed us menus from a couple of 
restaurants where he'd worked. Full Chinese, Japanese and English 
cuisine. He will be leaving for Delhi in May for two years, leaving 
his wife and small son. Interesting that he had written his name as 
Budiman Gurung on the menu. His wife looked Gurung, but he 
was distinctly Aryan. The house was very tiny - a single room with a 
fireplace. Through his father was a British Gurkha, he seems very 
poor. 
Back again, and Gerry did further demonstrations of the worms 
in water. Went up earlier to watch the 'Di bar lava' for a bit. Ujesing 
and sons sitting - Kancha in the middle. Ujesing was trying to teach 
him the 'pe', but obvious that he was pretty far gone on 'pa', as 
usual. Ujesing, surprisingly, not drunk, and friendly to Alan. Went 
up later to see the circling of the goat over Budibahadur's and 
Bishnu's family. We were all asked to join the group so sat among 
the family, each circling with the goat brushing out heads with its 
hoofs. This incorporated us into the family, and from that moment 
we were taking part in the 'Di bar lava'. Alan paid for the goat. 
Down to the house, but back before rice for the climax of the 
ritual. As usual, a lot of surprised excitement as they rushed round 
setting up the frame to hang the chicken on, setting out three 
plough shares to sprinkle blood on, priming the muzzle loader, etc. 
In time the climax came. The chicken was hung on the frame and 
shook after a few minutes. Then cacophony. We had been moved 
back, but still the egg fell at Hilda's feet. The goat's head was 
lopped off, the chicken's throat cut, the gun fired, and then the 
frame broken up. Poju Kaila performed creditably, wearing his 
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poju's hat and belt decorated with cowries, bells hanging down, 
beating his drum wildly. After this, various persons were allocated 
to tie wool round the necks of the active participants, including us. 
 The next stage was the creation of the fire ball which destroys a 
paper fixed to a long bamboo, dangling above the fire. On this 
paper were the names of all those who had died a bad death. On 
the fire was a pot of mustard oil which heats to a point when it 
starts to burn. The fire itself was set on the terrace where a slab had 
been removed. The poju first marked a shape like a star of David 
in the mud, then stood a tripod on it. Under the tripod, short 
lengths of wood were put until the pile filled the space between the 
top and feet of the tripod. Then it was lit. Took a long time to 
reach boiling point. When it did, the poju scooped up some 'pa' in 
a ladle tied to a bamboo stick about 8-9 foot long. This was not 
ordinary 'pa' but 'keh pa', 'pa' made with rice rather than millet, 
which is distilled three times, so it is almost pure alcohol. It’s 
known as 'tin pani pa' or three water pa. The effect was a massive 
burst of flame which startled everyone. A few minutes before, the 
women in the front row turned their backs on the fire and all the 
children were put safely behind them. The poju did this about nine 
times, though the first whoosh had burnt the paper. Virtually no oil 
was left in the pot once this was done, so we avoided being 
smeared with too much oil. 
The last act but one was a slow dance by the poju and those 
helping - Minbahadur and Surje, and the main participants - 
Budibahadur and Sherbahadur, Alan and IB. Alan danced with the 
femur of a man fashioned into a horn which the poju had blown 
earlier. The final act was the blessing by the poju, though just prior 
to that, Minbahadur did a backwards and forwards, backwards and 
forwards shuffle with his knees together, feet splayed, legs bent, 
while the poju recited. Then the 'sha, sha' by poju and others, and 
so it ended. 
We went back to Dilmaya's to eat though it was 11.00pm by 
then. We'd been warned that the Mailbort, Yunga, Uli people 
might come to dance, and we went for a short sleep until the drums 
began and people began singing on the terrace above. Gerry had a 
sore throat, so only stayed a little while. We stayed to see Alan 
present the money given by the Faulds and St Leonards, and to 
dance again himself much to the amusement of the audience. 
Then bed at 3.00am. 
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* 
 
 The Diary which Sarah kept, which is in fact a diary and 
fieldwork notebook combined has been the backbone not only of 
our nineteen visits to Nepal but also for our numerous visits to 
other parts of the world, including Japan and China. It is so 
detailed because it is combined with another method of recording. 
I was never instructed to do this, but it developed over time and 
has been essential. This is that we kept with us all the time either of 
a sheaf of very small cards, or a tiny notebook. 
 
Two l i t t le notebooks which we carried around. 
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 This was small enough to fit into the palm of a hand and so it 
was minimally intrusive during observations or when talking to 
someone. It was so small that one is not tempted to write too much 
in it. But it was always there to note down key points in a 
conversation, or of things one had noticed, and to give specifics – 
“36 sheep at 100 rupees each”, “he died on 27th October 1952”, 
“went to Saudi with his brother Ram”, “koile iaba, koile tiba” or 
whatever. These are details you are likely to forget, unless you have 
a photographic memory. After a busy day you will probably have 
forgotten all but the fact that you had an important and interesting 
conversation with X, but the details of what you covered are gone.  
 As long as you transfer the scribbles in the little notebook or 
sheets into a full text in the Diary within a few hours – preferably 
the same evening, but certainly before much happens the next day, 
then you will be able to remember and write down a great deal. 
The little notebook is a mnemonic device. ‘Talked about his sick 
mother’ will bring back a whole monologue, ‘showed me his watch’ 
another set of observations.  
 Another advantage of this method is that it separates the 
precious diary/notebook from what you carry with you. The diary 
has to be locked away carefully from all other eyes. It will inevitably 
contain confidential information about people which can be 
extremely damaging. If you leave it lying about, this will become 
public and it could wreck your whole fieldwork. In an extreme 
case, as the anthropologist John Barnes told me about his 
fieldwork in Norway, he wrote all his important observations in 
letters quickly posted home, for he knew his landlady had access to 
all his writing in his room.  
 The other danger is that if you carry the diary/notebook with full 
precious (to you) observations in it and you lose it, the main source 
for two or three months work is gone. The little daily notebooks 
are dispensable once you have copied everything from them – 
though we tend to preserve them just in case… 
 The other major point about the diary concerns reflexivity. 
Much of the time in the field you are collecting and recording.  
Normally too little time and effort is spent on thinking about what 
you are gathering. The usual rule of thumb in research is that for 
every hour you spend reading or recording, you should spend two 
hours thinking about what you have found. It is difficult to do this 
in the rush of fieldwork.  
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 The diary is a primary way of standing back, trying to make 
sense of things, noting where you need to do further work, 
distancing yourself a little from the daily gathering of information. 
It can also be an important psychological release from boredom, 
loneliness, frustration, anger, or whatever. ‘Dear diary’ has helped 
many. 
 The fact that the Diary and Notebook are the same book does 
not matter. It is easy enough to separate them later into the 
subjective and personal from the factual notes. But it is worth 
noting that some good anthopologists keep two sets of books. 
 It is up to you whether you keep separate or one book. But I 
will certainly continue to separate the little books we carry all the 
time (and which I carry wherever I am – they are very useful in 
home life too, fitting into a top pocket and a place to jot down 
those sudden thoughts which occur unexpectedly, or an address or 
fact that needs to be accurately recorded) in the field and then 
incorporate into the fuller diary.  
 The important thing is to jot down just enough information so 
that you can reconstruct the event or conversation some hours 
later, but not waste time in writing at length when you should be 
talking or watching. If you need a really full record of a complex 
event or an interview at the time, there are much better ways of 
doing this than by taking extensive notes, unless you have mastered 
shorthand. Basically, if you are with people, having asked if you can 
take a few jottings in a little notebook, you can unobtrusively do 
this while participating properly in the social inter-action.  
 A final point about note-taking is that anthropological fieldwork 
is time, place and context sensitive. It is very important with 
whatever you write to put as much information as possible about 
the time, date, the place and the circumstances, as well as the 
people involved. Looking back over my little cards from my first 
fieldwork or the films I took, those which are dated accurately are 
far more valuable than those without a date. Observations likewise 
take much of their value from who made them and when.  
 As mentioned, on the first fieldwork I did not use the tiny 
notebook method, but rather carried a sheaf of very small cards 
with me, on which I noted thoughts and fragments and comments. 
Having them in this form made it easier to sort them when I 
returned to write up. By the end of fieldwork I had some three or 
four thousand of these, and added another thousand cross-
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references to other anthropological work during the course of 
writing up. Here are just twelve of the little cards, all of them dated 
and usually with the relevant informant’s name. They have already 
been sorted into the category ‘marriage’.   
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Fieldwork diary - how it was kept in a Himalayan village 
http:/   https:/downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775796/1775801.m4v
Letters 
 Looking back over my fieldwork, I now find that one of the 
most important records we kept was in the letters we wrote back to 
England, especially on the first and longest fieldwork. We realized 
that these might be valuable (and might be lost in transit) and so 
kept carbon copies of all of them.  
 These letters are often extremely important chances to reflect, 
summarize, make guesses, release feelings. Of course they will 
differ depending on the recipient; the ones to a supervisor or 
academic colleague will have more of the formal accounts and 
analysis of how the work is going. For example, before we went to 
the field I set up what we called ‘the Kula Ring’ (after Malinowski) 
with three friends who were going out to the field at the same time, 
where we circulated reports to each other.  
 But even letters to family can be very informative and I was 
particularly fortunate in having parents who had lived in another 
part of the Himalayan region for many years and to whom I could 
thus write in the knowledge that they would understand the 
background about which I was writing. Gill had the advantage of 
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writing to parents and friends to whom she needed to explain what 
our fieldwork was about.  
 Nowadays, of course, the correspondence is likely to be 
electronic – texts, emails, Facebook and other social media. But in 
whatever form, it is worth thinking about the best ways in which 
you can use and save those documents which record your 
explanations to someone at a distance about what you are doing, 
feeling and thinking. It can be almost as important as the fieldwork 
diary itself. Here is just one example from the dozens of letters 
which we wrote from the field.   
 It is the first of two typed pages of a letter sent in the middle of 
our first fieldwork, a few days before the quoted diary entries. It 
was written by Alan to his parents. A lot of it is concerned with the 
parallel work which he was envisaging on English parishes, in which 
Iris his mother was involved. In particular that work was on Kirkby 
Lonsdale, in Westmorland (referred to as K.L. in the letter). 
The address was the postal address – the letter was written in the 
village. It is probably sufficiently clear not to need a transcript. As 
will be seen it lays out a good deal of the method of what I thought 
I was doing, and some preliminary results from analysis. Obviously 
such letters form a very important part of the final fieldwork 
archive and catch the mood of fieldwork as well as the diary.  
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Extended notes and notebooks 
 
 Alongside the diaries and letters, we kept many other forms of 
notes on what was happening. For example, in the first fieldwork if 
there was a long an complex event – a meeting, a dinner, a ritual, a 
complex piece of technology, we would make a long set of notes on 
this, often with diagrams. One example of this is an account of a 
dinner party with Lt. Bhuwansing Gurung, who was soon to adopt 
me as his son, taken by Gill.  
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A second example is from the same fieldwork, a set of notes on a 
puja, made by Alan.  
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A third example comes from our later fieldwork. Alan kept 
separate fieldwork notebooks from time to time. Here is an 
example from one for 1987.  
 
 
 
The words in the left are a form of simple subject index.  
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Later, the whole notebook was entered into our database and the 
indexing of the last entry on the page is as follows:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Obviously it is when one brings together the diary, letters and 
notebooks that it is possible to pursue some very complex subjects. 
With a proper database one can find everything for a particular 
day, person, subject or source.  
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Taking fieldwork notes in a Himalayan community 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776700/1776705.m4v 
 
 
Working on anthropological notes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775631/1775636.m4v 
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CENSUS, GENEALOGIES AND 
MAPS 
 
CENSUS 
 
 Beyond the diary and notebook, most anthropologists make a 
number of other textual records, varying with their interests. These 
are the stuff of the increasing number of fieldwork methods 
manuals. These describe how to take genealogies, do a census, 
survey methods and so on, so I shall keep the observations brief 
and focused on what we did.  
 A central document is the household census. Because my first 
fieldwork was concerned with changing population, the patterns of 
fertility, nuptiality and mortality, I paid particular attention to 
developing an unusually full census schedule, reproduced at the 
end of my book on the Gurungs. This is the first of two pages of 
the questions.  
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Most anthropologists do not do anything as thorough, though 
they might do more if they knew how useful the collected 
information can be if one pays repeated visits to the field, as we 
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have done. A thorough census provided the backdrop to all future 
work.  
 I took 100 households as my sample and thanks to the presence 
of a 12-year animal cycle, so that each person knew in what year 
they were born, we could work out most ages pretty accurately. 
Sarah has kept up this census from the visit of 1986 onwards.
 Combined with maps of the houses (and photos of individuals 
and houses) this provides a pretty comprehensive picture of 
families, out-migration, and patterns of movement over the period 
from 1969 to the present. There were retrospective questions in 
the census so it is possible to back-project certain trends to the 
earlier part of the twentieth century. All this allows us to give an in-
depth analysis of the changing ethnic and other profile of a 
mountain village over half a century.  
 
This is part the census return for the household of Bhuwansing 
Gurung in 1969. It is one of the hundred households we surveyed.   
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 It formed the basis for all subsequent work on the census. Each 
year that we went back from 1986, Sarah and I would go through 
the whole census and check what had changed. She would also add 
in further information, for example on livestock, family members 
abroad and migration. The census was first put into the mainframe 
computer at Cambridge and the print-out below is from that 
machine. Now, of course, it is on the desk-top and can be accessed 
in various ways.  
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 She has also extended it to other parts of the village beyond the 
original 100 houses and also done extensive work on the census of 
the Thak Gurungs who went to Pokhara.  
Here is a part of the Pokhara census, with various amendments.   
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 After the advent of email, and particularly during the Maoist 
four years when we were unable to keep up the census, we were 
supplied with data by our assistant (and nephew) Syana who had 
done a lot of the updating over the previous years.  
 
Census taking in a Himalayan village 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775701/1775706.m4v 
 
Checking the census in a Himalayan village 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775715/1775720.m4v 
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KINSHIP AND GENEALOGIES 
 
 The census gives a cross-section of the population, but the 
actual links between kin are not indicated. This requires the use of 
one of the main anthropological techniques, the collecting of 
genealogies.   
 I vividly remember when I first sat down with an informant to 
try to construct my first genealogy. I had read a few simple guides, 
such as the famous article by W.H. Rivers ‘On the genealogical 
method’ and I had read a number of the classic monographs and 
attended Robin Fox’s brilliant lectures at the L.S.E. (later 
incorporated in his book on Marriage and Kinship). So I knew that 
untangling family relations, which are only touched on marginally 
in a census, was perhaps the most important of all tools in 
understanding a community.  
 My apprehension arose not only from my poor linguistic skill – 
this was only a month or so into my fieldwork – and an ignorance 
of the kinship terminology, but also a feeling that I was intruding 
on private family matters, and that my informants found the matter 
boring, which I think they often did. I also approached it in the 
wrong way at the start. Despite knowing, in theory, that an agnatic 
systems of descent meant that one cannot start with the individual 
and ask about their parents, grand-parents and so on, as you would 
do in England, but should start with the oldest remembered 
ancestor and move down from them to the present, I tried to work 
upwards from the individual.   
 But as parts of the kinship map were filled in, even if there were 
distortions, elisions, ‘structural amnesia’ (politically determined 
manipulation) I did manage to reconstruct the genealogies of the 
major families after a while. 
 Before even starting the work, it is essential to know how the 
kinship terminology, both how people address each other and refer 
to kin. Here is some preliminary work on this. Firstly there is the 
establishment of all the terms in our village, and a comparison to 
those collected in another village by Pignède.  
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 Once the terms were gained, I fitted what I had found into some 
of the wider literature on kinship terminologies and discovered that 
the system was basically what is known as an Iroquois kinship 
terminology, but with some variations from that.   
 
 
 
 Once the terms were known, I was able to work on the various 
genealogies. Here is just a part (perhaps one third) of the 
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genealogy, as drawn up by Sarah, of one of the Thak lineages, the 
Kwonmae.  
 
 
  
 We also gathered the lineages for the non-Gurung population. 
For example, here is the lineage of the few Tailor families in the 
village.  
 
 161 
These genealogies, as with the house land and maps and census, 
provided a solid basis for all the subsequent genealogical work on 
which Sarah spent many weeks on later visits.  
 As mentioned before, it was only when we broke through to 
another level with a key informant that we discovered that a certain 
amount of what we had gathered was distorted. We learnt of the 
forbidden marriages, illegitimate children and suspect deaths. In 
the end Sarah had a better grasp of the village genealogy than 
anyone else in the village and people would sometimes come to 
her to ask how they were related to someone else. The full 
genealogy and census is an enormous work of detection, and also 
deeply confidential as it contains private information which could 
be damaging to people for decades to come.  
 The genealogies taken from living informants could be 
supplemented, and further questions asked, on the basis of written 
histories or bunxawholi. These took the history of the Gurungs 
back to China, and then down to the village. Part of the notes  
made on one of these books is as follows.  
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MAPS AND LAND RECORDS 
 
 Since my work was particularly concerned with population and 
resources, it was clearly important to obtain as detailed a picture as 
possible of the land-holding patterns in the village. I spent a great 
deal of time on this work, perhaps a quarter of all my field-work 
effort went into trying to reconstruct changing patterns of 
ownership back to the later nineteenth century.  
 
 I was able to do this because there were a number of old land 
records for the village. These were called tirja or tiriges and for 
Thak they existed for 1883 and 1933. There were kept by one of 
my main informants, Brikaras Gurung, and every day for several 
months I would go down the thousand feet of steep hillside to work 
with him on this. Here is Brikaras with the pile of tiriges, and the 
first page of one of them. Each entry gave the abutting lands to the 
piece, so it was roughly possible to identify them through a 
complex jigsaw process.  
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 There were other surveys as well, made by the government from 
time to time, and these could be tied in with the detailed land map 
which I constructed with a group of senior villagers over a period of 
weeks.  
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Here is a small part of that map as it was done at the time.  
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 Once we had a base map, we were able to update it on 
subsequent visits. 
 
 
 
Then it was possible to examine the changes in land ownership for 
each individual, family and lineage. Here is just one of the original 
workings in 1969. 
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ECONOMIC SURVEYS 
 
 The pattern of landholding is only a small part of the material I 
needed to collect to work out what was happening in a changing 
economy. I needed to know which land was owned, and which was 
share-cropped (half is indicated) from others, as shown in the 
following table.  
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I needed to find out how much grain, pulses and vegetables were 
produced by some sample families of different wealth.   
 
 
 
I wanted to find out how much work was needed to produce 
each kind of crop through a detailed input-output analysis. This is 
part of the survey, based on responses from three informants, for 
rice production.   
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I wanted to find out what assets each household had, in other 
words a detailed inventory of their various tools, household goods, 
livestock and so on. I did this for seven different households.  
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 I wanted to find out what each person did each day, so for four 
months with one family, and seven months in another, I asked the 
young son of the house to collect data day by day on what each 
member of the family was doing, and what food was eaten on that 
day. Here is the record for six days from one of these surveys.  
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 I was aware that an increasing amount of goods were being 
brought in from outside the village and it was far from self-
sufficient, even in 1969. So I did a survey of expenditure in 
Pokhara and in the village in some sample families.  
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 This would then supply me with the rough data for various 
calculations. And it formed the backdrop to the later surveys from 
1986 on expenditure and costs in the village.  
 I had read of a survey done in an Italian town of how people 
assessed their own and their fellow-townsmen’s wealth. I thought it 
would be interesting to do this in Thak and the results are indeed 
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revealing, though it was not a subject which I could discuss openly 
as people would have been angry in some cases to find themselves 
placed at too low (or high) a position. I did this independently with 
three young male Gurungs, asking them to place people on a five 
point scale. There was considerable uniformity.  
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SOCIAL, MEDICAL, 
EDUCATIONAL AND RELIGIOUS 
 
There are, of course, many other things which one surveys and 
collects. These are just a few examples.  
 
One was to find out all the house names – interesting in itself, and 
also important to know when trying to establish where people were 
living, often referred to by the nickname of the house.  
 
 
 
 
I was also interested in Gurung songs and music, so recorded and 
transcribed a number of the songs which they sang to us in the 
evenings. Here is one, whose tune I still remember and heard 
many times over the years. It tells of the dilemma of a young bride 
leaving her natal home – how to go, how to stay.  
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MEDICAL 
 
 We were also interested in health in the village, since it was 
obvious that almost everyone had some minor ailment or another. 
So towards the end of our time in 1969 I arranged for a doctor 
from the Pokhara Shining Hospital to spend a few days with us in 
the village in order to do a very simple medical survey. The survey 
as indexed by name of person and summarized,  
 
When I came to analyse it by type of symptom and disease, it 
looked like this.  
 
 
 
I was surprised to find how many of the villagers had also been 
down to the dispensary at the Shining Hospital and, through the 
kind permission of Dr. Turner, I was able to collate their records 
there. For the letter ‘D’ the results, with dates of attendance, were 
as follows.  
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CHILDREN 
 
 Another area we were interested in was childrearing and 
education. Gill had been trained as a psychiatric social worker, so 
this particularly interested her. Among the collections we made 
here, it is worth mentioning four.  
 
One was a survey of childrearing methods, done by Gill. 
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The answers above were expanded in a number of cases, as in the 
following long account.  
 
 
 
 We also worked with children. The school in 1969 only took 
children up to fifth form, and was located about 1000 feet down a 
very steep path from the village.  
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The following is a summary of the answers to a questionnaire 
which the headmaster administered to the children.  
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We set various short essays (for the children, with a prize at the 
end. When translated from Nepali, three of the short answers were 
as follows.  
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Religion and ri tual  
 
 In relation to the obviously very rich shamanic tradition, though 
it was not part of my official fieldwork, I found myself gathering a 
lot of information because I felt it was important to document 
something which might soon disappear. I spent many hours going 
through each of the shaman’s major rituals with the leading 
shaman, getting him to describe both the ritual acts, the materials 
he used, and the myths he recited. I tried in my halting Gurung to 
summarize a number of his important myths. These were records 
which helped later in work through the years with the practitioners 
and the collecting of further ritual materials.  
 The village observed many different festivals through the annual 
cycle. Here is a census/survey of these in 1969.  
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 Combining Hinduism, Buddhism, Tibetan bon, and pre-bon 
ancient Chinese shamanism, there were a medley of spirits and 
gods. Here is an attempt to survey some of the beliefs in relation to 
the Hindu Gods in the village, in the form of a questionnaire.  
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 But the main work was on the myths and rituals of the shaman 
or pucu (poju) as he was known. I spent many weeks working with 
the senior poju, Ujersing, and also with his son Prembahadur, who 
became my best friend in the village.  
 
 
Ujesing Gurung, making a magical protection 1969 
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The shaman’s family doing a ritual, with Prembahadur on the left.  
 
 
 
 
 
 The shaman gave me information about many of his rituals or 
the. In 1969 I gathered detailed material on 43 of these ancient 
rituals and witnessed a few. Each one was accompanied by a series 
of myths or pe. I collected the texts of 74 of these on my first 
fieldwork. Here is a description of five of these as I took them 
down from the poju.  
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The second part of the description, with what was done in the rites, 
is as follows.  
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My notes on just one of the myths is as follows.  
 
 
 
I typed out all of these and compared them to myths collected 
by others, and work I later did with Yarjung Kromje Tamu, a close 
co-worker and friend from another village. 
I also added some reflections on what I had found at the bottom of 
the transcript.  
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INTERVIEWING AND ORAL 
HISTORY 
 
 
 The major part of what one learns about another culture comes 
from talking to people within the culture. Conversation, or oral 
accounts, are central to our understanding and having somewhat 
directed conversations and recording what one learns are the most 
important part of anthropology.  
 In the Gurung fieldwork there have been a dozen or so key 
informants over the years, men, women and children who have 
guided our growing knowledge of their culture. And of these three 
or four took me really deep into their worlds and explained to me 
most of what I know. In Japan and China there have been similar 
experiences.  
 What is revealed through long conversations, joking, testing of 
guesses, shared confusion and sudden enlightenment, cannot be 
gained in any other way. The role of the deeply enmeshed local 
person who acts as a key informant is often alluded to in 
dedications to anthropology books: ‘I thank X who was my 
fieldwork assistant/ was an important informant’ or whatever. But 
seldom I think is it pointed out that most of the most valuable 
inside information we receive about a community tends to come 
from a handful, or just one or two, people. Perhaps it is not 
stressed as it might be thought of as a sign of weakness, a thin 
appreciation through the eyes of only one or two people. But this is 
not true. There may be only two or three, but their views can then 
be checked for accuracy with others and they are just as valuable as 
a special historical source such as a diary or set of letters.  
 Learning to interview people is an art, and like all arts it is learnt 
by practice and reflection on what does or does not work. I had 
become interested in oral history and hearing people’s stories early 
in my life through my grandmother’s accounts of her life in Burma 
and India. This interest developed more explicitly during my time 
as a postgraduate at Oxford, where I began to learn the pleasure of 
talking to older people, my teachers in history and anthropology, 
about their lives. 
 So by the time I started my first fieldwork I had already learnt a 
few of the techniques of interviewing. These are fairly obviously 
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stated, though more difficult to apply: attentiveness, curiosity 
without nosiness, appreciation of jokes, encouraging without 
pushing. The success will also depend on how much you already 
know. Talking about events and people to a totally ignorant 
outsider can be boring and frustrating. So the conversations 
improve as you develop local knowledge.  
 What began in the field as a number of interviews has expanded 
through my various fieldwork visits and continued in a 
considerable way at home in Cambridge. I have done film 
interviews of over 200 distinguished thinkers, almost all of which 
are available on the web  
 
* 
 
 Interviews are often divided into three types.  There are 
structured interviews, with a set of questions formally asked and 
boxes filled in; semi-structured interviews, with a set of questions 
put informally and not in a particular order and people allowed 
freedom to go off onto other subjects; and informal interviews 
where people just talk about what they like. I find the semi-
structured most useful. There are questions I want to cover, but I 
have found that if you sit with a piece of paper with a list of 
questions, and particularly if this means that you do not listen with 
attention to the answers and allow the interviewed person freedom 
to follow a train of thought away from the present subject, your 
subjects begins to feel used – milked of useful information, but not 
really engaged.  
 Of course timing is all. There are good times (and places) to 
talk, and there are right moments to break off the talking, or to 
postpone it. And, of course, as much information you can give to 
the person you are talking to before you start the interview about 
why you are doing it and what constraints you mutually agree on 
the use of the information, the better.  
 It is worth noting here that it is very worthwhile to record an 
interview for later analysis. And if you are going to do this, certainly 
since the advent of video cameras, you should, if possible, do this 
on film. Most communication is non-verbal, so to catch the smiles 
(or sneers!), the movement of the eyes, the pauses and shifts in 
expression adds hugely to the meaning of an interview. And it also 
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makes it both much easier – and more interesting – to transcribe if 
you want to do that later.  
 Of course, if you film, it is even more necessary to explain what 
you are doing and why. It is also important, I have found, to make 
the presence of the camera as unobtrusive as possible. I dispense 
with lights, tripod, lapel mike etc. There may be some loss in 
technical excellence, but the gain in trust and intimacy far 
outweighs this.  
 There is also the question of length. I have tended to keep my 
interviews at between 30 and 120 minutes, enough to capture part 
of the life of a busy person in an afternoon. But I know that 
sometimes it is worth doing many hours of interview to catch the 
rich detail. In the interview I did of Dilmaya, in order to avoid 
boredom or strain, I split up the interview into 20-30 minute 
sections, of which there were 12, so over six hours in all. In all 
cases I sat on the same level, on the ground, with the camera on my 
lap as if it was just a part of my body. This is what I have found 
best, just relaxing where the subject feels relaxed, talking to each 
other, while the camera soon merges into the background.  
 
 
 
* 
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Here are some notes on how I have conducted the more than 
200 interviews with academics and others. The interviews in the 
field with native informants are different, but overlap, so this 
guidance will help to explain the content of the featured interviews 
 
      On the surface, the interviews are almost unstructured and I 
avoid referring to a written questionnaire as this can distract from 
the spontaneity of the occasion. I encourage the interviewee to talk 
about whatever they would like. My role is similar to a psychiatrist, 
that is to say to let the subject narrate their life, in particular in 
relation to the obstacles and encouragements to creativity and 
discovery. We tend to cover the following. 
 
- when and where born 
- ancestry – going back as far as they like, including 
occupation and temperament and possible effects of grand-
parents, parents and siblings 
- first memories and hobbies as a child 
- first and subsequent schools, with important teachers, 
hobbies, subjects which gripped them, sports and games, 
music, special books  
- university and those who taught and studied with them and 
interests there 
- first research, supervisors, mentors, influences 
- jobs and career and travels through life, work abroad 
- colleagues, friends and network of workers, partners and 
children 
- methods of working and thinking 
- major achievements and problem-solving during life, how 
they occurred, including especially important bursts of 
activity 
- administrative tasks 
- teaching and supervising of students 
- effects of their work environment (laboratories, 
departments, Colleges etc) 
- philosophy and religion 
- political views and activities 
- advice for a young person starting out in their field 
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- specifically ask if there is anything which they would like to 
have talked about and I have omitted to ask about 
 
    Yet if the subject does not want to follow this order, or to answer 
all of these, or to add further subjects, that is fine. What I want the 
viewer to see is the inside of a life, told in a conversational and 
personal way.  
 
    The interviews are an intimate probing of personal experience, 
usually by a complete stranger who is holding a potentially 
threatening video camera. The subjects know that this may be seen 
by almost anyone in the world - friends, students, competitors, and 
enemies, now and in the future. This could be intimidating, 
especially to older subjects and for those who share a widespread 
reserve and distaste for talking about themselves.  
 
     I have therefore developed a number of techniques for putting 
the subjects at their ease. These have contributed, I believe, to the 
rather startlingly honest and trusting conversations which I have 
managed to have with a wide range of near strangers. It is worth 
briefly summarizing these since they could be helpful for others 
who help to extend this project.  
 
1. It is important to have a fairly small and unostentatious 
camera that does not dominate or frighten the subject. The 
less intrusive the microphone the better – which is one 
reason why I have given up using lapel microphones.  I 
place the camera on my knees and do not use a tripod, 
which can again be intimidating.  
2. The room in which the interview is done is important. I 
avoid formal settings if possible– lecture theatres, ‘offices’, 
and seminar rooms. A room with gentle furnishings, an 
easy chair for both interviewee and interviewer, books and 
pictures and objects in the background, a pleasant view all 
helps. And of course absolute silence and absence of 
telephones, mobiles, computers and interruptions is 
essential. I do not sit too close, or too far away. I sit at the 
same level, as I would do in any normal relaxed 
conversation between friends.  
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3. I try to develop the sheep-dog technique. When gently 
moving a flock of sheep to its destination, a good sheep dog 
is mostly silent and still. Each time the sheep move in a 
satisfactory direction, the dog creeps forward. And then 
sinks onto the grass and waits attentively. It does not bark, 
just guides. So, if possible, I try to help the interviewee 
along, but only interrupt when they need encouragement or 
direction. I never shut them off (though I occasionally warn 
them if the conversation is getting into the realms of 
damaging speech and check that they are aware of this), but 
try to bring them to subjects as they are needed.  
4. I always try to show interest, however little I know, or even 
care about the subject being discussed. What is being said is 
often important to the subject and has a depth which I, or 
others, may only realize later. They deserve serious 
attention and respect for what is often a summary of a life. 
Of course I may verbally disagree a little, or query things, 
but I try always to do so in the pursuit of a common goal of 
understanding. Curiosity is the most important attribute.  
5. It is important for there to be no sense of rush. If I want an 
hour of film, I allow ninety minutes, which gives time for 
general conversation, a cup of tea etc. 
6. I used to prepare carefully for the interviews. With people 
in my own subjects, this was possible. With scientists, 
beyond reading a brief life in an encyclopaedia, I cannot 
really prepare. It seems to work as well without preparation. 
7. I used to think that it would be good if the subject prepared 
themselves in some detail, and when they asked me I would 
advise this. In fact, I have found that spontaneity, even if it 
leads to some confusion, forgetting of names etc., is better 
and I advise people not to think about the interview – just 
that it will be chronological and they can say what they like 
(though they can look at one or two of the earlier interviews 
on the web if they would like to do so).  
8. The fact that there is no commercial side to the endeavour 
has an effect. That I am doing it without specific pay for the 
job and not as part of a well-funded project, is usually 
obvious and helps. That all the materials are freely available 
on the web, can be downloaded for free anywhere in the 
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world and used in teaching and research, all adds to the 
trust and spirit of altruistic collaboration.   
9. The absence of any bureaucracy is important. We enter 
into an implicit contract. I have no paper for them to sign, 
assigning copyright, intellectual property rights etc. It is all 
agreed verbally and informally in the act itself. And hence 
the bond of friendship is not broken.  
10. One of the things that has developed over the years and has 
greatly increased the interest and usability of the interviews 
is the possibility of putting up a summary, done by Sarah 
Harrison, with some time codes to help viewers navigate to 
an area that particularly interests them. The summaries are 
often very detailed and the development of the web has 
again made them more interesting and reliable since one 
can check names, theories, and connections. This avoids 
the repetitions and roughness of ordinary speech (and time 
it takes to make) of a full transcript – and one has the film 
after all for the actual words. But they summarize much of 
the essence and flow of the interview. It is an art form in 
itself, combining considerable synthetic skills, a jigsaw 
ability and great concentration. It is not easy, but the 
website gives many examples of highly professional 
examples which have won high praise from the interview 
subjects who are often amazed at how accurate and 
complete they are. The obvious comprehension shown in 
the summary further adds to the sense of trust.  
11. Before the interview it is important to explain that anything 
that is said can be retracted or glossed later. People should 
not censor themselves too much. Candour and a relaxed 
flow of ideas are important and trying to avoid things 
detracts from this. I explain that while filming – before or 
after saying something – the interviewee can easily say ‘this 
is not for public dissemination’, ‘this is confidential’ or 
whatever. Any such passage is then excised from the 
version that becomes publicly available – but the original 
tapes are kept for posterity. I also explain that we will send 
them the full summary which needs to be checked for 
accuracy (especially names and technical terms), 
interpretations of statements, and also gives the person a 
chance to withdraw any section or passage if they wish. 
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They may, as has sometimes happened, feel that they want 
to add something – some more autobiography, a clearer 
exposition of something technical. It is not difficult to put 
this into the summary either in square brackets or as an 
appendix.  
12. The duration of time people can concentrate varies. Most 
people can manage an hour, and then, with a break, 
another hour. When the tape ends I allow a few minutes 
for revival – but it is important not to lose the momentum. 
Some people prefer to do an hour, go away and come back 
some days later. This is alright, but can lead to repetition. 
But for older subjects (and many of mine are in their later 
eighties and older) it may be necessary. The older subjects 
also often feel more comfortable in their own homes 
amongst their books and belongings. This often gives an 
added dimension to the interviews.  
 
 
* 
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SOME KEY INFORMANTS 
 
 
Many anthropologists have written that they owe most of the 
important information they gathered to one or a handful, of key 
informants. This was my experience too. The interviews in this 
chapter allow several of them to speak for themselves, so all I need 
to add is a brief biographical sketch of each and my relationship to 
them.  
Prembahadur Gurung 
 
I met Prembahadur Gurung in 1968 when I first arrived in Thak. 
He was the son of the village shaman (poju) Ujesing Gurung and a 
couple of years younger than I was. He became my best friend in 
the village and one of my two or three most important informants 
on the first fieldwork. We have remained friends since then. The 
photogaph below shows our re-union some seventeen years after 
the first fieldwork in 1986. 
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Family Interviews 
 
Dilmaya Gurung 
 
 
 
Dilmaya Gurung was my adopted ‘sister’ and was aged about 38 at 
the time of this interview. I did a series of 12 films with her over a 
period of a couple of weeks. The full account of her life is in the 
parallel volume ‘Dilmaya’s World’.  
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Syana Gurung 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1757312/1757318.m4v 
 
Syana or Bikash as he is often known, is the youngest son of 
Dilmaya Gurung, and hence my nephew by adoption. I have 
known him since 1986, when he was six years old. He became an 
important fieldwork and from about the year 2000 became our 
fieldwork assistant, both in the village and in Pokhara.  
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Manu Gurung 
 
 
 
I first met Manu when she was about five years old. I interviewed 
her several times, including when she was eighteen in 2000. She is 
the older child of my adopted youngest sister, Kaji Soba, and now 
lives and works in London.  
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Bhuwansing Gurung 
 
 
 
Lieutenant Bhuwansing Gurung had been very kind to Gill and I 
on our first visit in 1969 and had adopted Alan as his ‘son’. We 
have remained close to him and his family up to the present. He 
moved to Pokhara between my first and second visits and parts of 
his family are now in the United Kingdom.  
 
 207 
Indrabahadur Gurung 
 
 
 
I had lived in the house of I.B. (as he is known) in Thak in 1969, 
where his mother lived next door. He was then away in the army. I 
met him first in 1987 when we went for a long trek with him and 
started to write together a short book which was published as 
‘Guide to the Gurungs’. Since then we have worked with him over 
the years on the cultural history of the Gurungs, in particular in 
relation to the Gurung Cultural Centre in Pokhara. We are 
distantly related by my adoption into Bhuwansing’s family.  
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Friends 
 
Badrasing Gurung 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776777/1776782.m4v 
 
 
I had known Badrasing during my first fieldwork in 1969. He 
became our most imporant fieldwork informant during the visits to 
the village from 1986 onwards. He knew the village better than 
anyone else and we went through our surveys and impressions with 
him year by year. We were informally adopted into his family and 
also worked closely with his middle son, Premkaji for several years.  
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Yarjung Kromche Tamu 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776784/1776789.m4v 
 
We met the knowledgeable Gurung shaman (poju) Yarjung in 
1990 in his home village of Yanjakot. We have remained friends 
since then and I have filmed several of the longer rituals which he 
has performed. We also worked for a summer on transcribing a 
number of his myths.  
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Colonel John Cross 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1757294/1757300.m4v 
 
 
 
We first met Colonel John Cross in December 1987 and we have 
remained firm friends since then and visit him on each of our visits 
to Nepal. I have interviewed him several times about his life and 
love of Nepal. He is a well known author and brilliant linguist, who 
retired to Pokhara after a long and distinguished career in the 
army, including some years as a recruiting officer for the British 
Gurkhas.  
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SOUND RECORDING, 
PHOTOGRAPHY AND FILM 
 
Audio Recording 
 
 When we first went to Thak we took a small cassette tape 
recorder. This was quite a new form of sound recorder and we 
found it useful in several ways. The classical and other music 
cassettes we took with us were very welcome in the absence of 
any other western cultural performance. And I had been 
encouraged by Professor Haimendorf, who had worked with 
film cameras with no sound, to record as much as I could. My 
film camera at that time had no sound, so I could see the virtue 
of this.  
 
 212 
 
 
 So I recorded short bits of singing, ritual, language learning. 
There are a dozen or so tapes at the most, for the batteries 
were difficult to get and I did not greatly appreciate the value of 
such recording. Nor have I used the recordings much in 
subsequent analysis. Transcribing anything from an audio tape 
can be very tedious and I know of a number of my colleagues 
and students who have amassed large sets of audio recordings 
which they have never looked at since they returned. Others, 
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working specifically on ethno-musicology or recording complex 
ritual chanting, have made extensive use of audio recording.  
 Now, of course, there are wonderful miniaturized devices for 
audio recording and it is probably worth taking one of these as 
a supplement to filming. But since I have never used this 
recording device much, I have no special things to say about it.  
 
Sti l l  photography 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776609/1776614.m4v 
 
 My supervisor Haimendorf was a superb photographer and 
had used various cameras, with both black and white and 
colour film, on all his various fieldwork journeys. So he 
encouraged us to take a good camera. I was loaned one by the 
London-Cornell project which was funding our fieldwork on 
the first expedition and took quite a few colour slides, and 
some black and white photographs. All are valuable now in 
looking back to that first fieldwork, but the number was limited 
again by the cost of the film and the difficulty of getting the 
films developed in Nepal at that time.  
 On subsequent visits, Sarah has done the photography with a 
range of cameras, both colour slides, colour photos and many 
black and white photos which she used to develop herself. One 
use of the black and white photos in the early period was as 
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gifts to those concerned when we returned to Thak. Now, of 
course, almost everyone has a mobile phone or camera and 
there is no need for this.  
 So we have many thousands of photographs of various kinds. 
In particular, we decided to make a photographic inventory of 
the village. This consisted of photographing as many of the 
people in the village as possible, particularly in 1990.  
 
Index to photographs taken in 1969 
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Here are just four examples of the young and old out of the 
more than 300 portraits  
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 We also made an inventory of houses, photographing all 
those in the central census area, and sometimes re-
photographing them when they were seriously altered. Some of 
these were included in the tour of the village.  
Having these house photographs helped with the census 
work, as did the individual photographs. They could be shown 
to people, and they could then tell us more about the person or 
the house.  
 We found that people were prepared to be photographed, 
but there were certain things to avoid. People tended not to 
want to be photographed if they were in their old and ragged 
clothes, or if they were engaged in what might be thought to be 
demeaning labour – carrying heavy loads for example. Many 
villagers saw photographs as rather special. They were used to 
receiving posed photographs done by studio photographers 
abroad, where people were looking serious and wearing their 
best clothes. The action photographs of ordinary life were not 
familiar to them. So we had to be careful. We never 
encountered the belief found in some places that a photograph 
could suck out your soul. Nor were payments demanded in the 
village. But it was always wise, if in doubt, to ask permission to 
photograph – and to explain why one was doing it.  
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 FILMING IN THE FIELD 
 
 
These reflections on filming among the Gurungs were originally 
made in the autumn of 2000 A.D. I talked into the camera in order 
to capture some of the types of film I have made, the changing 
technologies, and some tips on how to film in the field. I have 
updated these reflections in 2014, but much of the text remains as 
it was. The film version as I made it can be seen below, or it can be 
read in transcript in this chapter. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775803/1775808.m4v 
 Before giving this account, it is worth making a comment on the 
general political context of the filming. I was incredibly fortunate in 
that I have done my filming in a normally very calm, fairly remote, 
unsupervised area. There have never been any obstacles put in my 
way by local or national governments. There would have been 
difficulties if I had tried to film in the five years of the Maoist 
insurrection, 2001-6, but we did not visit Nepal then.  
Neither has anyone in authority shown any anxiety or desire to 
control the filming, nor do I feel that I need to censor parts of the 
film because it would cause the people filmed any political 
problems. In many parts of the world film is dangerous; you cannot 
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easily conceal identities or locations in a way that may be possible 
with textual accounts. It is very specific.  
 The only editing I have had to do has been to protect certain 
individuals, or in relation to one or two culturally sensitive topics. 
So both filming and editing have taken place over a period of forty-
five years in a relatively free environment. And now that most of 
those in the earlier films have left the village, it is even less difficult 
to show quite intimate film of what is now an historical, 
remembered, village.  
The history of my early filming and photography on a 8mm film 
camera, 1968-1987 
The history of my filming in Nepal goes back to 1968. In 
Kathmandu I bought a little Japanese 8mm film camera. It did not 
have a zoom, it did not have sound, it was very primitive. And the 
films were very expensive, at least to me as a student. So I decided 
to take a few films.  
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Film log in late 1969 
 
Later I tried to make up some films from the early footage, 
joining the sound and the film. When I tried to make it up into 
films, cutting and splicing it, it took hours, and was very 
unsatisfactory, particularly with the sound having to be put on top 
in some way. So it did not give me any taste of what one might do 
with anthropological film making. And my letters show how I only 
really envisaged making the film in order to bore my family.  
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Index to 1969 films, re-ordered by subject 
 
Now when I have higher quality video copies made of the early 
films, and have a modern editing system which controls the films 
and enables me to examine them frame by frame (and to download 
appropriate frames), I am amazed by how useful they are. The are, 
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in effect, thousands of still images. Often they include things I did 
not realize I was filming at the time. Relatively short as the extracts 
are, they are a fundamental record of that long gone era, usable in 
a new way because of modern technology. Here is one example of 
a frame grabbed from that first filming, showing the sort of quality 
even of one image of one twenty-fifth of a second on 8mm film. 
This shows the protection of a rice harvest with a shamanic ritual, 
something I have never seen on subsequent visits.  
 
Filming on the return in 1986-7 
When I came back in 1986 I still had no real idea that I would 
do much filming, so I brought back the same small 8mm camera 
and took a little film. In 1987 we did the same thing. We went on a 
long trek into Lamjung and it would have been a good chance to 
film older Gurung communities – but the camera was inhibiting. 
When we tried to put the sound and the film together again it was 
not very satisfactory. So we mainly used black and white 
photographs and colour slides, which Sarah took.  
The video revolution, 1988 on  
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In the late 1980’s the amateur video camera became widely 
available, so in 1988 I came back with my first video camera. A 
video camera had immense advantages over a small 8mm film 
camera. The films (45 minutes a side) last for 90 minutes, instead 
of the 3 minutes or so of the 8mm camera. They are much cheaper 
and can be re-used (though I hardly ever did so, since they are so 
cheap). It is excellent in low light, it has a zoom lens and above all 
it has sound built into the recording of the film. In filmmaking 
sound is just as important, and with television perhaps more 
important, than a picture. So the video 8 camera was a tremendous 
leap forward. 
Another great advantage of video, and particularly later with 
digital video, was the fact that you did not cut up the original film. 
So you could make up lots of different films, using the same 
original footage in different ways.  
The main problem in a village without electricity was battery life. 
The batteries were large, heavy, and only worked for short periods. 
At the most, I could usually only take two or three hours of battery 
to the village and either they ran out and I had to send someone 
down to re-charge them at crucial points in the proceedings. Often 
one ritual would last several hours and this would use up all the 
batteries. Solar chargers were not available at the time and this was 
the major block to the quantity of filmmaking.  
What should one film? Finding a theme and a subject. And hints 
on filming.  
I remember starting to film in 1988 and wondering what I 
should film. We also had a new base in the village in our house in 
the courtyard of Surje and Dilmaya Gurung, with whom we ate in 
the evenings.  I was beginning to see how film might be useful in 
teaching students and so I would make some films around the 
village.  I first thought of composite films – the role of the buffalo, 
for example, or attitudes to death, or how people dealt with illness. 
I was thinking of films made out of bits and pieces of whatever I 
could find.  
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So I went round the village filming this and that, a few seconds 
here and there, still hoarding the film to a certain extent as a carry-
over from the days of expensive 8mm film. My first filming was not 
good – too much panning and zooming, no cut-aways, desultory 
film without a real aim. I had no instruction or training and don’t 
have a very good visual eye and had not really been interested in 
photography. But bits and pieces are nevertheless interesting.  
In 1990 I started to think more seriously about filming. I wrote 
down a long list of things I had learnt about the best way to film 
with that first generation of Video 8 cameras. This includes 
comments on the wider ethics of filming. It is worth including this 
as a self-reflection of that time and an outline of what guided me 
through the following years of filming.  
28.2.90   Thoughts on fi lming of Gurungs 
[Taken from NB90A. NEPAL NOTEBOOK 1990, p.61 ff] 
 
 
Have just watched (a) a couple of hours of the film I took of garda 
sheba etc (b) three hours of film taken by ex-Gurkha officer Bill 
Norman – of roughly the same subjects. This brought out the 
quality of our film and the way in which though the camera enables 
one to take excellent film – this is by no means guaranteed and the 
film can still be extremely insipid and boring. A few thoughts that 
occur which make all the difference and points to improve.  
(a) Unusual angles are important – from above, below, the 
side, as well as establishing full frontal. Just body height 
frontal is extremely boring after a few seconds. Also need 
shot from several angles.  
(b) Cut-aways to observers etc. needed.  
(c) Don’t dwell too long on inactive/uninteresting subjects – a 
few seconds enough.  
(d)  Use good amount of intimate close-ups for emotional 
subjects.  
(e) Try to improve the zoom – make smooth – at present it is 
jerky – 10 seconds 
(f) Don’t pan too fast – a few are too fast and tend to blur; 
probably a full pan = 30 seconds 
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(g) Don’t move camera unless necessary – let the subject 
move.  
(h) Make sure to position feet before pan.  
(i) Try some tilts.  
(j) Make sure in focus on close-up before pulling out and 
zooming in.  
(k) Try to film to the end of an action/sequence – don’t cut too 
soon.  
(l) Make sure one gets context/establishing shots as well as 
close/middle shots.  
(m) If moving, try to fit rhythm of activity, as in garda sheba 
dance. 
(n) Try, if possible, to get support for steady camera – leaning 
against a wall, kneeling, sitting, rather than just standing.  
(o) Keep a good distance from subjects and use zoom, if 
necessary, to prevent invasion of personal space/camera 
shyness. 
(p) Make sure that person’s tacitly/explicitly give permission – 
if not close friends/family. 
(q) Don’t waste too much film on still objects – houses/views 
etc.  
(r) Try some diagonal pan/tilts, from top left to bottom right 
etc, and circling. 
(s) Alternate zooming in and pulling out – pulling out for 
surprise, zooming in to emphasize/make explicit the intent.  
(t) Before a major activity begins, find a really good position – 
anticipating moves one must make for further shots.  
(u) When filming by artificial light – think about exact position 
of light and oneself in relation to – with light behind one, 
especially if light weak.  
(v) Make sure one always has a spare film cassette.  
(w) Always carry camera in case if travelling over difficult paths, 
as would be easy to break.  
(x) Remember to return to ‘off’ position after filming. 
(y) Always check Indoor/Outdoor on Standby.  
(z) Always replace hood between shots.  
(i) Keep a small notebook in camera case & record shots at 
time.  
(ii) If subjects suspicious/threatened/distressed by filming – 
stop immediately.  
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(iii) If eavesdropping on gossip of malicious kind – stop 
filming or go out of sound range.  
(iv) Work out where most interesting sounds are and position 
camera with this in mind as well as pictures – 
remembering that microphone is fairly directional.  
(v) Beware of blurring noise if a strong wind (as film of jatra) 
– protect the microphone.  
(vi) Very occasionally use blue then focus to provide feeling of 
discovery/sudden emerging.  
(vii) Bring at lest one small, rechargeable, battery to keep for 
emergencies/period when camera being re-charged.  
(viii) Bring extra film – more than one thinks one will need – 
just in case.  
(ix)  Possibly bring an extra re-chargeable battery pack on next 
visit. 
(x) Occasionally try filming with moving camera – either in 
car/boat or plane, or when walking along.  
(xi)  Occasionally, as with flowers, textiles, writing etc – use the 
macro Zoom facility.  
(xii) Ensure that all films ‘inhibited’ when taken out of the 
camera to prevent over-shooting.  
(xiii) If action complex, try to find out timings/what will happen 
from participants, so one can anticipate shots.  
(xiv) Concentrate on a few individuals over a series of activities 
to give viewer a sense of knowing individuals.  
(xv) If a crowd, mingle with the crowd & don’t worry about 
people crossing line of vision.  
(xvi) Mind the line of action – always filming from same side.  
(xvii) Frame the subject, so there is not too much round the 
edges.  
(xviii) Remember that if one has to cut, don’t cut off the top 
of head, but lower down.  
(xix) Allow for eye-distance, ie. in profiles allow space in front 
of eyes.  
(xx) Arrive in plenty of time so that one can plan the 
shots/locations etc.  
(xxi) Don’t rehearse/go through before, as will make artificial.  
(xxii) In rituals etc. take some shots of people in intervals, 
relaxing, in other settings etc.  
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(xxiii) To emphasize a central theme, think how to film – e.g. 
if carrying heavy weight, from below; if long & 
stretched, slowly moving along the objects. If up and 
down, emphasize movement.  
(xxiv) Don’t worry if a European wanders into a picture or is 
in the scene – but don’t pic out or force into a central 
position.  
(xxv) Practice finding back-ling/auto focus buttons without 
having to look.  
(xxvi) Always use manual focus – to avoid battery waste & 
annoying jerking as it tries to focus, or focusing after a 
zoom.  
(xxvii) Avoid the power zoom – usually too slow or too fast 
and uses too much power.  
(xxviii)  Beware of little boys near the camera, who tend to 
suddenly decide to stand in front of camera.  
(xxix) If someone in way without knowing, a courteous 
request to move slightly is seldom resented – if explain 
why.  
(xxx) Warn other foreigners (incl. wife) that one is going to film 
and hence not to speak – unless speech is needed.  
(xxxi) Make sure of a minimum length of a shot of 10 seconds 
– nothing less is worthwhile.  
(xxxii) If really first-rate sequence – hold onto it and don’t 
worry if several minutes. 
(xxxiii)  Avoid self-conscious staring into the camera, or person 
pausing to pose, stopping activity (explain it is a movie 
camera). 
(xxxiv) Carry battery pack in accessible part of ruck-sack, so 
that one can, if necessary, simply film on trek.  
(xxxv) Avoid too long direct sun-light heating up battery and 
camera – keep in shade. 
(xxxvi)  Don’t carry battery loose on shoulder, as it sometimes 
slips off and wrenches camera.  
(xxxvii) Avoid back-lighting if possible – side & front lighting are 
best, - but, if necessary, remember ‘Back-Light’ button.  
(xxxviii) Look for the significant detail – the cracked foot, the 
goitre, the army sign or slogan on the shoes, the yawn 
or laugh, the odd and telling juxtaposition.  
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(xxxix) Try to get some of the informants to speak for 
themselves, e.g. an interview with the poju, IB, 
Bhuwansing, Durga etc.  
 
* 
The following day I set out my plan for a film portrait of the 
village, which is now, some 25 years later, being executed. It also 
contains the important realization, at the end, that the film should 
be centred on the family we were living with.  
 
 
1/3/90 Film portrait: diary of a Himalayan village (to be 
accompanied by ‘Guide to the Gurungs’) 
 
A series of short ‘windows’ into the world of the Gurungs, 
consisting of perhaps 18 x 40 minute films on 4x3 hour tapes (12 
hours of film in all) 
 
Society and the individual 
Child-birth, infancy; childhood & child-rearing; marriage and 
marriage ritual; old age and death; family relationships and the jats; 
status, caste and the wider society; groupings (rodi/nogora & other 
groups) – relations with other groups.  
 
Economy and change 
Long-term and recent changes, over-view; the environment and 
houses; why live on top of hills; over-view of society and economy 
to 1970; the village agricultural cycle, dry season, wet season, 
upland and lowland; non-agricultural village activities – crafts etc; 
food, cooking and diet; life in the towns – Pokhara, Kathmandu, 
Bombay & Delhi; migratory labour and the army and the Gurungs 
military record; effects of military service.  
 
Mentality, morality and religion 
Village priests and their myths and rituals, poju and klevri; death 
and the funeral; possession, ritual, witchcraft, illness and sickness 
and insecurity; dancing, garda sheba (ritual dancing) and other 
dancing and entertainments; the village ritual cycle, Hinduism, 
Buddhism and the Lamas; morality, ethics & the control of 
behaviour and political structure.  
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The uniting element would be the family of Moili (Dilmaya) – who 
would be seen in these different contexts & would be interviewed 
and talk a little about each of these subjects in turn.  
 
* 
 
It was from this trip onwards that I filmed seriously. That trip of 
1990 I took 12 films of 90 minutes each. Just as an example, here 
is the contemporary index to the first two of these and a frame grab 
of the icons for some of these two films, scene by scene.  
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After looking at the earlier films, I realized that just taking 
random film was not satisfactory. Gradually Sarah and I became 
involved with Dilmaya’s family, with whom we were living, and I 
probably had some idea that something similar to Melissa 
Llewellyn Davis’s film of ‘Masai women’ might be attempted. So I 
thought, why not concentrate on Dilmaya and her family, especially 
from 1990 (when we went for another three month visit) onwards, 
and particularly to centre the film on the relationship between 
Dilmaya and her daughter Premkumari (then aged about four), and 
other members of the family?  
Dilmaya was interested and very helpful and a natural subject. 
She would do things slowly and carefully so that the camera could 
follow her movements. She would arrange herself and others to 
help the camera get good shots. She would repeat things without 
irritation even when tired. She was not worried by intrusive 
filmmaking. I would come up very close, or film her in private acts 
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such as putting food into her mouth (normally something people 
disliked being filmed). So we established the kind of film 
relationship which is essential for good filmmaking. The fact that 
we were, in Gurung eyes, brother and sister (I having been adopted 
by her uncle – who had brought her up – as a son) made us into 
close relatives. So I began slowly and carefully to film more. Film 
became alongside Sarah’s work on the census etc., one of the 
central features of what we were doing.  
Filming and editing in the 1990's; the bulk of the film. 
I filmed a good deal in 1990 and 1991, but in 1992 much more, 
when we were there for a long period of about three months and I 
had a better camera (a Hi-8, rather than video 8), which took 
almost broadcast quality film. So the early 1990’s, and particularly 
1992 when I took over 25 hours of film, were the centre of my 
effort. The film quality rose, with much more immediacy and 
involvement as my confidence grew and our relationships with the 
subjects of the films became more intense.  
It was also a time when the possibilities of using the films were 
improved by two developments. Firstly, the AVAU (Audio Visual 
Aids Unit – with Martin Gienke) kindly lent me a small editing 
suite which I could borrow over Christmas and so I spent several 
winters in Yorkshire making films very fast – often a couple of films 
a day for a week. It was possible to make films quickly if basically 
you composed on camera, and then just cut out the irrelevant or 
badly shot parts. I remember that on one holiday I made about 
sixteen short films.  These films were starting to improve in quality 
– both in the shooting and editing.  
Which kinds of film are most effective? The unities of time, place 
and subject 
I learnt from showing the films to students which kind of films 
worked best. Composite films driven by an idea – e.g. ‘ecological 
pressures’, or ‘reactions to death’ or ‘types of possession’, were too 
analytic and did not work well. What people really enjoyed were 
short simple films which captured a single event/place/time – the 
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unities – and showed this in depth. This was the beauty of video – 
you could just let it roll and not worry about the expense. Letting 
the actions dictate the pace of the film, being involved and filming 
from within the action, helped make the viewer feel that they were 
actually there. And very lightly edited allowed the viewer to feel that 
they were not being manipulated. They were really seeing what I 
saw at the time 
For example a film on cutting and bundling wood might hold 
the attention for twenty minutes, nothing happened except a small 
family gathering firewood. But a viewer in any part of the world 
might join them and feel they were there. Likewise the film of a 
ritual dance or funeral would just play in a way that a viewer felt 
they were in the audience.  So I began to aim for filming ‘events’ 
and processes.  
The value of showing films in the village; what interested the 
villagers 
It seemed important to bring film back and show it to the 
subjects. The people in Thak were intrigued and were delighted to 
see films either on the camera or once in a village film show when 
we took up a generator and television set in 1993. I discovered that 
most people preferred the films about ordinary life – not big public 
rituals which I thought would interest them (partly because they 
were often in the films themselves), but rather humble small, 
everyday things. Small intimate portraits of a person’s life, for 
example the films of Dilmaya, worked best. Dilmaya using her 
hands to grind grains, a movement of an eye or a hand, these were 
things that without a zoom lens could be missed. So I tried to make 
films in a more intimate way.  
Using film in teaching; the idea of surrogate fieldwork or 'virtual 
reality day' 
From the early 1990’s I was starting to hold ‘Gurung virtual 
fieldwork’ days, with first year students and MPhil students and 
also in teaching pre-fieldwork courses for graduate students. The 
idea was to give a sense of what fieldwork was like. The books they 
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read did not really give a sense of the feeling of fieldwork, therefore 
I made up films over Christmas and then showed them to students, 
with virtual reality days at home and in the Department. I would 
spend a whole day with the students, showing general establishing 
films and then more and more intense films, with lunch together. 
As the evening closed in we would watch films of rituals and 
shamanic trances, accompanied by local drink and, if possible, 
incense. On one occasion there was even a shaman present who 
did a ritual over the students. So I was trying to take them on a 
virtual tour to the Himalayas, to see what participant observation 
fieldwork is really like.  
 It was also becoming possible to show films in lectures more 
easily with video and so I incorporated bits into lectures (for 
example into the series I did for first year courses of introductory 
anthropology).  
Making films about how anthropologists actually do fieldwork 
Perhaps stemming out of the above, I began to think that it 
would be good to make a composite film about the stages of 
fieldwork – what participant observation fieldwork is like, all the 
stages – arriving, living, communicating, collecting materials, ethics 
etc. It is more exciting to see this actually being done than just 
reading about it. I made a long 3-hour version, but this was too 
‘heavy’ so I boiled it down to 1 hour and put on a commentary.  
Dilmaya's death and memorial ritual in 1995; a watershed in the 
filming 
Up to 1994 Dilmaya was the centre of my filming. Then she 
died in April 1995 and the memorial service or Pae was held in 
December 1995. I filmed this in great depth – with some help from 
others on a second camera – about four hours of film. It is long 
and complicated and is the peak of the filming. After that the zest 
somewhat went out of filmmaking, the main subject and object had 
gone and the village seemed filled with a certain sadness. This was 
accentuated by the fact that around this time many of our Gurung 
friends were leaving the village and moving to Pokhara so that over 
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the next 15 years the village became more a 
Brahmin/Tailor/Blacksmith village, while our close friends were 
elsewhere.  
Interviews with Dilmaya; the value of extended narrative 
Fortunately in 1992 I had decided to make a series of interviews 
with Dilmaya. I had made shorter ones a year or two before with 
Dilmaya, Surje her husband and one or two others, but they were 
brief. My previous filmmaking had been rather from the outside. 
You heard people talking, but not what they were talking about in 
any depth. I now realized that I needed to have a villager talking 
about her life – as in a few classic anthropological films. So I went 
through all I could think of in a dozen interviews – each 20-30 
minutes long. These told of her external life and then her fears, 
hopes, worries, her body, her dreams, childbirth, beliefs and 
concepts. This I think is unusual and made possible partly by the 
open nature of Gurung women, partly because of our close family 
relationship, partly because of Dilmaya’s own character, frank, 
direct and confident. It tells something about the life of a Gurung 
hill woman from the inside. The volume Dilmaya’s World in this 
series is based on these interview.  
The advantages (and disadvantages) of Hi-8 from 1992 and digital 
film from 1998 
In 1992 I moved from Video 8 to Hi-8 video. This was still 
analogue video and the move was not so great as that from film to 
video – yet it was still a significant upgrade in the quality of the 
picture and the sound, perhaps a doubling in quality and quite 
presentable on a large television. In 1997 I bought my first digital 
video camera – a one chip Sony – which had just been released. 
This improved the quality of the film and somewhat eased the 
pressing problem which continued through the early filming of how 
to get enough batteries up into the village. The camera was also a 
good deal smaller and could be fitted into the pocket and carried 
constantly. The flip-out screen was far less inhibiting than the lift-up 
small screen on the Hi-8. One could also easily watch the film 
again. It could also be copied and edited without loss of quality – 
with analogue video there was a loss of quality in each ‘generation’.  
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But there were also disadvantages. The sound was not very good 
as the microphone was on the top of the camera and would pick 
up wind and sometimes the filmmaker’s heavy breathing. So I had 
to get a separate microphone and carrying it loose and put on top – 
which was rather inefficient and clumsy.  
There was also a period when it was not easy to edit the films – 
the new generation of computer editors had not quite arrived and I 
did a lot of editing between cameras, as I recall, which was not very 
satisfactory.  
Working with television (1999) and the three-chip camera 
revolution 
In 1999 I visited Thak with David Dugan and Carlo Masarella 
to make some film for a Channel 4 series on history. They had a 
small 3-chip camera which was semi-professional and just come 
out. It gave significantly better quality film (and sound – especially 
with the radio mike which they had). It was broadcast quality, and 
quite a bit was used in the series for television. I also took their 
camera to Australia. It also had an even better and larger 
viewfinder, and a remote control for talking to camera. It allowed 
autobiographical film to be made more easily. So it was a marked 
improvement. I bought one of these cameras in 2000 so that all the 
film since then has been filmed on either 3CCD or 3CMOS 
cameras.  
Since 2000 I have continued to film on each of the subsequent 
seven visits to Thak. I have found that the development of new 
ways to use the film, and the rapid changes in Gurung life, as well 
as the subsequent lives of Dilmaya’s family, have all made filming 
more worthwhile.  
The archival value of anthropological film 
A lot of my early work was influenced by what I was learning 
about the use of film by my supervisor Haimendorf. He took a 
large number of films (as well as thousands of photographs). He 
went against the trend of most of his colleagues. His film is now 
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clearly of immense archival importance. He has filmed societies 
and groups which no longer exist in the form he experienced them.  
One of the roles of anthropology has always been the rescue 
anthropology element. trying to preserve something tangible about 
the cultures that are being shattered and battered by western 
imperialism. So one reason why anthropologists should consider 
making films is as a record of ‘disappearing worlds’. The setting up 
of various online websites – Digital Himalaya, the World Oral 
Literature Project and now the Cambridge Rivers Project in which 
I have been involved with Mark Turin and others over the last 
three years, is a continuation of this aspect. Often what the 
anthropologist films is the only record in a visual form of a culture. 
It is a tragedy that we have such a meagre record.   
How filming can help observation and analysis in anthropology 
There are a number of ways in which film-making helps an 
anthropologist carry out his or her primary duty – to understand 
another society and to bring back that understanding to our world.  
One is in helping us to see the society better. The more ways we 
observe and capture the society the better. The census, survey, 
map, diary, photograph and many other forms are essential – but 
filming adds another whole dimension to these. It helps you look at 
the society from a different angle and to revisit the past and to see 
what has changed.  
Normally we look directly at a society – our human eyes are 
good and over three quarters of what we learn comes in through 
them. But you just see everything in the normal way. When you 
take a camera you create a frame, you cut out a small part of the 
wider reality for special attention, you focus or pay attention in a 
more concentrated way. So you have to think consciously about 
what is interesting. So you concentrate your own mind on a specific 
part of the external world – and direct your audience’s attention to 
this as well.  
Much of what is going on around you is not of great significance, 
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but the tiny clues, the small moments in a ritual or a children’s 
game, is worth framing and pondering on. If that is combined with 
a powerful lens with a strong zoom, then you can see small things 
which are more or less invisible to the naked eye – certainly at a 
distance. You can come up close to a hand and see the muscles at 
work, or the slight movement in a human eye expressing delight or 
disgust, the curl of a lip or the slight gesture. It is as if you are 
holding a magnifying glass to the culture, or looking at things 
through a powerful set of binoculars. You can see micro-detail.  
Another advantage of video is that it can be used to slow down 
time. Many things happen too fast, or are too strange, or happen at 
the same time as other interesting things, so we miss them. This is 
particularly the case in complex rituals. You can film a ritual and 
then watch it as many times as you like, in slow motion, in detail. 
You can watch it frame by frame. This allows you to observe in a 
different way.  
What I am discovering as I write these multi-media volumes is 
that modern technology has turned film into a potentially 
enormously rich component of fieldwork. Because one can now 
watch (and download) a film frame by frame, edit it easily in 
various ways without destroying the original, it is clear that filming is 
in many ways the most powerful “notebook” you can have. It 
hoovers up information, much of it scarcely, if at all, noticed at the 
time.  
Just to take one example. My early film of Pokhara in 1969, 
short as it is, and of village scenes at that time, has details of the 
physical work which are not retrievable either from my notes or 
from my memoires. Film can be an extraordinary way to gather an 
unintended archive, something I vaguely realized and planned for 
in all my film-making over the years. I was never encouraged to do 
this by my senior colleagues, even by Professor Haimendorf since 
he lived too early to see the potentials of his enormously important 
filming. But I now realize some of the value of what I have 
gathered in the more than 150 hours of film stretching over nearly 
half a century. I also began to appreciate what must lie in archival 
footage lying in private and public archives around the world and as 
yet hardly touched. 
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And the fact that all this material can now be shared easily with 
the people with whom we worked, as I am doing now, that it can go 
back to individuals and cultural organizations in Nepal, or be put 
on the Internet for the wider Gurung and academic community, is 
again something I think I vaguely dreamed of many years ago. It 
was not possible until about 2005. 
 In February 2014, a young colleague, Hunter Snyder, did an 
interview about my work as an anthropologist. As part of this, he 
filmed the various devices I used for filming in the field, as well as 
some general thoughts on filming. I have divided these talks up 
into smaller sections.  
Early cameras and filming in Nepal 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775775/1775780.m4v 
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Changing film technologies 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775729/1775734.m4v 
Indexing films and databases 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776658/1776663.m4v 
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Some simple advice on film-making 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775596/1775601.m4v 
 
Video filming in Nepal 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776742/1776747.m4v 
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RETURNING 
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LEAVING THE FIELD  
  REVERSE CULTURE SHOCK 
 
 There is a good deal in the literature about the supposed 
‘culture shock’ of arriving in another culture and finding many of 
one’s assumptions challenged. But some anthropologists have 
rightly questioned whether, in fact, the real culture shock is the 
leaving the field site and returning to what one thought of as one’s 
‘home’. The reason for this seems to be mainly that while your are 
prepared to be surprised and face a very different world when you 
arrive in the field, this is more a confrontation and upsetting of 
established norms, but not a real shock – it is anticipated. But when 
you leave the field and return, you somehow expect it will be easy. 
You often long for home, and feel you will slip back into the old 
life with relief and no strain – it is your culture and you don’t need 
to learn to swim in it. It will be a real joy to be able to speak 
English and understand the cultural language.  
 As a result there is very little written about this reverse culture 
shock, and indeed less may need to be said nowadays about this. 
There has been such a homogenization of cultures with 
globalization over the last couple of decades that the differences 
may not be that great. But we certainly felt it until the 1990’s and 
the following can be seen as an historical account of what it once 
felt like, and still partly feels like though it may not be as visible as 
before.  
 As I have hinted, we found our first long fieldwork extremely 
difficult. After the first excitements, I think around the time of the 
monsoons  (i.e. about six months into it), as people grew busier, 
our health deteriorated, the difficulty of getting to Pokhara 
increased with flooded rivers, and we felt increasingly hemmed in, 
we were often bored (people were very busy) and homesick. We 
started to count the days until we would leave. 
 I had a calendar with English scenes and remember crossing off 
the days and longing for the time to pass. And each day we would 
walk to a favourite vantage point and put a stone on a growing pile 
to symbolize the aching longing for passing of time. It all reminded 
me of the grim spring term at my boarding schools, full of bad 
weather, running over the fells, cold and sickness. We longed for 
the end of it and crossed the days out on little diaries or calendars.  
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 So by the time we were a couple of month off leaving the village, 
we were getting very excited. We had a sense of preliminary relief 
and release, ‘demob happy’ as they used to say in the army. And 
when we were able to get away over Christmas to another Gurung 
village we already felt, on holiday, that the night was lifting.  
 But then, in the last two weeks or so, something strange and 
unanticipated happened. As we started to disentangle ourselves 
from people we had got to know very well, giving all our bits and 
pieces carefully to people who had helped us, tying up last 
questions, planning for our trip home, we began to feel churned 
up, even depressed.  
 I remember vividly sitting in the dusty little house, our goods 
half-packed and people milling around. We started to get panic 
attacks and felt confused and upset. At this moment the shaman, 
whom I had worked with day after day, came in and said he would 
do a good-luck-while-travelling ritual for us. He had prepared a 
small charm on a piece of sting for each of us and sat us down and 
tapped us gently with a long delicate brush. He said protective 
mantras over us and blew on us and tied the string round our 
necks. We suddenly felt enormously calmed, refreshed and 
protected. Things fell back into place.  
 So we left the village at last, the villagers gathering to honour us 
with the Tailor band playing and our faces and heads smothered in 
red powder and many garlands from friends and neighbours. 
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 It was a moment of huge relief, but also sadness, a time for 
many promises that we would return, a leaving which was deeper 
than any departure I had known in my life. Not just leaving a 
situation and a set of people, like leaving school, but a leaving a 
world, more like death.  
 This departure was the first time, but it has happened, a little 
less intensely, many times since. On the numerous later visits, the 
time for deep emotion was divided between leaving the village and 
leaving and saying good-bye at Pokhara airport. Some of the films 
show this departing, with Bhuwansing and his family in tears.  
 I suppose it is not difficult to explain this. If the fieldwork has 
been intense, you will have got very close to a group of people, 
learnt to like and admire many and love a few, in a way that tends 
not to happen in western society. Social relations are more intense, 
multi-stranded, open and vivid. The dependency is greater and the 
screens of privacy, the many masks which we assume in modern 
society, have been dismantled and shed, so that you are 
psychologically almost naked to others.  
 It reminds me of moments in a boy’s boarding school when 
communal living in an intense community formed bonds which 
were in some ways stronger than anything later in life.  
 Perhaps it is unfair, but I have often thought that if a fieldworker 
does not feel a certain anguish and loss as they leave the field, there 
may be some question over how deep their research has been, how 
far they have allowed themselves to participate.  
 Certainly the inter-twining of our personalities in that first 
fieldwork meant that when I returned sixteen years later with my 
second wife Sarah, we were very quickly absorbed, even though for 
Sarah it was a first visit (and some people insisted on calling her 
Shita, the name they gave to Gill, for quite a time). At the end of 
those two weeks Sarah said she would not leave unless I promised 
we would come back for longer the following year; which we did - 
for three months. And each visit for the following 15 years, as we 
started to plan to leave, we felt a sadness, as did our hosts it 
appears. They would ask when we would return, to which we could 
honestly reply “kurim” – next year. And so we did almost every 
year until the Maoist troubles created a four-year break from 2002. 
 After the leaving there was the journey back. In those days there 
was a reverse rite of passage. That is to say, one moved back up 
from the depths through various decompression chambers. We 
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went first to the town, Pokhara, still without electricity or more than 
a handful of cars. Then to Kathmandu, with a little more in the way 
of amenities. We then took a detour by way of Assam to visit my 
birthplace – Shillong – and the tea garden where I had visited as a 
boy. We were both ill on this trip which rather spoiled it, but it did 
give us time to re-adjust before the horrors of Calcutta and the trip 
back to England.  
 At that time, and on all of our trips up to 2001, returning to 
England was a real shock, and the first time most of all. We often 
describe the feeling to each other as we come into Heathrow as 
one of entering a world where we are surrounded by a thick layer 
of something like cotton wool. Sounds, smells, contacts are all 
muffled. There is efficiency and effortlessness now, but the 
immediacy, brightness, human warmth are all drained away. Home 
was full of the things we had pined for, radio, music, libraries, arts, 
the English countryside, the English language and humour, our 
family and friends. But it seemed so strange and empty not to be 
able to go out into the middle of a living community, to play with 
children in a relaxed way, to chat with old people, to be greeted by 
friends wherever you went. Everything seemed so pressurized, 
hurried, appointments had to be made to see people.  
 I have come to understand better some of the deeper 
contradictions which I and others have felt when returning from 
the field over the years since much of my later work has been 
about the contrast between the ‘modern’ and the ‘pre-modern’.  
 Anthropologists come from societies which we term ‘modern’. 
That is to say, their essence is a division of life so that, in theory at 
least, the different elements have been separated. Over the course 
of the centuries, there was a massive effort to confine society, 
economy, religion and ideology, and politics to separate and 
different spheres. This gave people freedom, since they could act 
within each of these without too much regard to the others. For 
example they could follow their religious calling without worrying 
about the political implications, or transact in the market without 
too much pressure from their family. Yet the advantage in freedom 
and efficiency was paid for by a loss of integration and meaning. By 
the time a person was an adult in America or the United Kingdom 
in the twentieth century, they had accepted many of these divisions.  
The shock of fieldwork was to reverse this process. The great 
anthropological generations in the century from the later 
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nineteenth to later twentieth century entered enchanted worlds 
where the spheres were united, integrated by the all-important links 
of family. There was no formal institutionalization of ‘The 
Economy’, ‘The State’ and so on. In such a world an individual 
hardly existed, since he or she was entwined with others. And every 
action and thought was multi-stranded, a combination of political, 
economic and social.  
 So when I went to the field in Nepal in 1968 I entered a still 
enchanted world, reminiscent of my childhood. It was materially 
poor, by psychologically rich.  
 I had to readjust to all this and in so far as I did so and found 
the satisfaction of communicating at all levels with people, I 
experienced something new within what seemed the enchanted 
world of the high Himalayas.  
 What no-one had explained to me, but had been hinted at by 
many poets and writers, is that coming back from such an 
integrated world was bound to be a shock. I had been through the 
move from enchanted integration to the separations of modernity 
over the ten years of growing from child to man. But now I was re-
experiencing that change not in years, but in a matter of weeks in 
the return journey from the field to the West.  
 I had to re-adjust to a world which was no longer a multi-
stranded, face to face, ‘Community’, but rather the two-
dimensional world which has been described by many of the great 
sociologists of the later nineteenth and early twentieth century 
under the headings of ‘Association’, ‘Contract’, ‘Capitalism’ and 
other labels.  
 The journey to the field and back was like entering a time 
machine, travelling backwards or sideways through the centuries in 
a matter of days and weeks, or backwards through one’s own life in 
a very compressed period. Hence the feeling of deep-sea diving, of 
going down in a diving bell and readjusting one’s mind and body in 
the field, and then coming up again and suffering the pains of de-
compression.  
 Of course, nowadays there are few places where this shock is so 
great. The spread of western culture through the process known as 
globalization has at least partially effected separations and 
disenchantment over most of the world. But while the contrasts are 
now not so great, the speed at which we go and return is far faster, 
and this adds to the dislocation. When I first went to Nepal it took 
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several weeks to get from my home in England to the village. Now 
it can be done in hours if necessary. So the shock remains, but it is 
often not recognized as it is so much a part of world travel.  
 Fieldworkers tend not to be warned about this, as I mentioned, 
which is why even now it is worth discussing. It is rumoured that 
my predecessor, Bernard Pignède, committed suicide at a young 
age partly because, after his amazing five months among the 
Gurungs, he found life in Paris empty and meaningless. There 
were no doubt other factors, and it may just be a myth. But what it 
signifies is that there are indeed a number of examples of 
anthropologists who find themselves awkward or unfulfilled in their 
western setting – but are relaxed and happy in another culture.  
  I am fortunate in that I savour and enjoy both. Just as I loved 
some parts of my boarding life, but equally enjoyed the very 
different holidays, so I have found that the alternation between the 
privileges and pleasures of my western academic existence and the 
excitements and warmth of visits to Nepal and later to Japan and 
China has made me appreciate the other all the more.  
 Part of the disorientation and anxiety when you return from the 
field is, of course, caused by the fact that you realize that you now 
only have limited resources of time and money to do that long 
anticipated and somewhat dreaded “writing up” of your thesis. 
Now comes the real test. Can you make sense of what you saw and 
experienced? Have you gathered enough and high enough quality 
material? Will you be able to leap over the next looming hurdle, 
the writing, presentation, defence and passing of the Ph.D.? And if 
you do succeed – what then? 
 I shall turn to this next formal stage of writing-up shortly. But 
before that it is worth noting a couple of other reasons for the stress 
of the return. One is the loneliness of not being able to share your 
experience. We all know this phenomenon. We go for a 
wonderful holiday or field trip, but when we return those friends 
and family who expressed eagerness to hear about it while you 
were away, ask a few perfunctory questions, gaze with mild interest 
at a few of your holiday photographs, and then get on with their 
lives. They cannot share it much.  
 I was lucky in that my parents had been through similar 
experiences as they travelled back and forth to Assam over a 
period of over 25 years. And my mother’s writing and letters are 
full of poignant observations on the paradox that while she was in 
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Assam she longed for England, but when she was in England she 
missed Assam with a deep aching sense of loss. She captures one 
of the features of anthropology which is again seldom discussed.  
 That is the fact that the shock of the powerful dislocation from 
your home environment may turn you into a perpetual stranger, 
never entirely at home anywhere. You become restless. Reverting 
to the analogy of parallel worlds and magical lands, there is 
something of the sense of having travelled in fairy lands forlorn, of 
encountering things out of the normal. As Coleridge described this 
feeling in the unfinished ‘Kublai Khan’, ‘Weave a circle round him 
thrice, / And close your eyes with holy dread/  For he on honey-
dew hath fed/ And drunk the milk of paradise’. You become, as 
Yeats beautifully puts it in various poems, a perpetual wanderer – 
you have experienced something out of your normal world.  
 This is not difficult to understand. Brought up amidst the 
separations of modernity, we do experience something of the 
communal, unified and meaningful world in our childhood. We 
often mourn its loss, as Wordsworth did. But we grow accustomed 
to the light of common day and the compensations of materialistic 
individualism.  
 But if we are suddenly taken back into the haunted groves of a 
pre-modern world, if we sense the inter-connections where head 
and heart, material and spiritual, have not been separated in the 
name of efficiency and “progress” it can be unsettling.  
 Yet the experience can also be enormously refreshing. I have 
found that however much I love my Cambridge life, my friends, 
students, family, the beauty and the culture, after a number of 
months I know that I need to see another, in some ways less 
artificial, world. I need to get close to people I have known for a 
while, to explore new parallel worlds. I know that this will put my 
own world here into perspective and make me aware of both its 
limitations and its blessings. It will cut away the small obsessions 
and frets that start to clutter our lives.  
 And also, and it is difficult to put this into words, it will feed our 
hearts. It will give us a chance to love, to share, to join with people 
who have real and immediate problems. So Sarah and I have had 
the immense privilege of making over fifty long-distance overseas 
trips. Each has brought new depths and shadings to our life, but 
each, for me, has in some ways been an extension not only of my 
childhood in the Eastern Himalayas, but also of that revival of 
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childhood innocence and enchantment, combined with pain and 
loss at leaving, which I experienced on my first field trip, and then, 
somewhat less intensely, on the subsequent eighteen trips to Nepal. 
As I watch the films and read our diaries, the smells and sounds 
are still so vividly revived, and I feel as much over there as over 
here.  
  
Packing and leaving the village 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1778893/1778898.m4v 
 
Leaving Pokhara and saying good-bye to the family 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775873/1775878.m4v 
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RE-LIVING THE EXPERIENCE 
FIELDWORK IN THE MIND 
 
I have had much, too much, field-experience, and I have long ago 
discovered that the decisive battle is not fought in the field but in 
the study afterwards. Any one who is not a complete idiot can do 
fieldwork, and if the people he is working among have not been 
studied before he cannot help making an original contribution to 
knowledge. But will it be to theoretical, or just to factual, 
knowledge. Anyone can produce a new fact; the thing is to produce 
a new idea. (Evans-Pritchard) 
 
It may be here that I should make a protest about 
anthropologists’ books about peoples. A certain degree of 
abstraction is of course required, otherwise we would get nowhere, 
but is it really necessary to just make a book out of human beings? 
I find the usual account of field-research so boring as often to be 
unreadable – kinship systems, political systems, ritual systems, 
every sort of system, structure and function, but little flesh and 
blood. One seldom gets the impression that the anthropologist felt 
at one time with the people about whom he writes. If this is 
romanticism and sentimentality I accept those terms. (Evans-
Pritchard) 
 
* 
 
 The really difficult fieldwork occurs in one’s study when one 
returns, as Evans-Pritchard implies. This is the creative re-ordering 
and reconstruction of the experience, the “Remembered Village” 
which is caught in the title of Srinivas’ book. Manuals on method 
and autobiographies by anthropologists seldom pay much, if any, 
attention to this stage, yet it is often as long and, in some ways, 
intense and arduous as the physical fieldwork.  
 The reason it is ignored, I suppose, is because it all occurs in the 
mind and there is not much dramatic external activity. From the 
outside, all that can be seen is someone at a desk, or in an easy 
chair, sorting out bits of paper, or scribbling, or typing. They are 
staring vacantly, or going for walks, or chatting to others. All of the 
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complex activity, the reliving of the interviews, the re-experiencing 
and ordering of the many sensations, happens in the brain and 
imagination. So it is not only impossible to observe, but also 
difficult to write about. 
 What is there to say? Just that I spent about eighteen months in 
a small Yorkshire house in Dent, surrounded by my little library 
and my fieldnotes and photos while day after day I would try either 
to analyse the material in a preliminary way, preparing it for writing, 
or writing draft after draft of the thesis.  
 There were few people apart from Gill to whom I could talk 
about it. Unlike most of those who return to write-up within a 
University setting, I had chosen to live hundreds of miles away 
from my SOAS department. I was allowed to do so, and not 
partake much in the post-fieldwork seminars, partly because I had 
already written and obtained a doctorate, so I was a special case. I 
retreated to this remote village partly because I had little money, 
but did have the offer of a free house from my kind parents, partly 
because I had found that my best writing for my previous D.Phil. in 
history had been done in the final year in a small shed in my 
parent’s house in the Lake District, away from academic 
distractions. So I guessed that seclusion, with occasional trips to 
SOAS, would be best.  
 What I also knew by that time, having already organized and 
written one doctorate, was that the difference between a plausible, 
but rather superficial piece of work, and something innovative and 
important could partly be produced by carefully organizing my 
material for writing.  
 The data for academic work, whether that of the historian or 
anthropologist, comes to us in bundles, a whole interview, text, 
film, census or diary entry – but when constructing the thesis or 
book, different parts of the bundle need to go in different parts of 
the final work.  
 The material also comes in a higgledy piggledy fashion, different 
sources bearing on the same subject, bits of relevant material 
popping up at different parts of the fieldwork. Organizing it 
properly is essential.  
 And it is also the case that much of what I gathered was only 
very partially understood at the time of recording and observing. 
This was partly because one knew very little at the start, as well as 
linguistic problems, but also because, in an interwoven social 
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community, it is only when the context is understood and the bits 
linked together, will it may any sense.  
In a way, when I returned I found myself with a huge jigsaw 
puzzle, one with hundreds of thousands of pieces. There were 
many thousands of sense impressions, snippets of memory, bits of 
paper. They were randomly stowed away in my mind and field 
notes and visual recordings. Nor did I have more than a faint 
suspicion of what the final picture represented by the parts might 
look like. I started out more or less blind with a few hunches.  
 The first thing, as with a jigsaw, was to start to arrange the pieces. 
With a jigsaw you first get the edges in one place, then certain 
striking colours or obviously identifiable things into other piles. 
There is a good deal of work on the frame and the separations into 
likely sub-parts before you begin.  
 It is the same when I and others arrived back from the field. 
You spend some months “sorting out the field notes”. This often 
consists of “indexing” them in some way. For example, you might 
make a name index so that you can find everything about a person, 
or in putting colours stickers or other marks on long texts so that 
you can easily see when there is material about certain sub-themes, 
rituals, economics, social relations.  
 There are stories told of how Malinowski’s students were 
encouraged to take out different coloured pencils to the field so 
that as the “facts” arrived they could be written down or underlined 
in different colours. I heard this from Audrey Richards, and came 
across an example of this in action in Hortense Powdermaker’s 
vivid account of her fieldwork. This seems to me part of the 
process, and shows that the indexing can and perhaps should start 
in the field. But it is also based on a rather strange idea, namely 
that you will know at that point – or ever – what is strictly 
economic, social, religious etc. The very nature of a holistic 
community is that most things, as Malinowski well knew, are 
simultaneously economic, social, religious and political.  
 So I gathered material, as described in earlier chapters, already 
putting things into certain notebooks and many of the observations 
onto little cards which were then put in to ‘subjects’, as I had done 
with my witchcraft thesis. But it was a long process.   
 
 Nowadays a good database system, or even simple word 
searches, makes it much easier to find things. For example, 
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because we have a huge amount of information from our twenty 
field trips, we need to be able to find anything by subject, person, 
source, date and so on. So we have worked with programmers to 
construct a datatabase system where you can intersect free text 
queries such as ‘the wedding of Nandalal’ with structured queries 
such as source and date. Here is one small example of a query in 
the 1969 database.  
 
------------------- 
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And here is a short answer to a query.  
 
 
 
 
Of course when in 1970 I was writing up my first fieldwork 
there was no way I could use a computer for text searching. All the 
materials were on paper, in photographs, or in my mind, and it was 
tedious to search for things or to group them together for a piece of 
writing. It was all a matter of shuffling cards, indexing, starting to 
create mental and actual maps and diagrams.  
 The ultimate aim of all this work was that when I started to write 
the thesis, I would not have to search through heaps of notes to 
find the half-remembered or half–forgotten information.  
 The methods I adopted were aided by my previous experience 
and a love of filing systems. They worked for me, even if there was 
a huge effort. And I managed, on the whole, to avoid a danger 
which has affected many of my own Ph.D. students returning from 
the field, namely the turning of weeks into months and months into 
years as they sorted out their material and put off the writing.  
 This is a very serious writing block caused by many factors. 
There is a protection from the nagging of supervisor or family for a 
while because you can say you are ordering the material, but 
simultaneously there is the circular anxiety as you begin to realize 
the size of the task ahead of you. The more you organize the larger 
and more complex it seems to become.  
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 Where should you start? How do you know where you are 
going? What is the real question and set of hypotheses which 
should decide which bits of data are relevant and which should be 
put on one side? 
 Added to this, and seldom discussed, is the growing realization 
that what you are forced to do, and this applies even more to a 
thesis than to subsequent books, is to turn the glittering river of a 
vivid year’s experience into a dry, stony, river-bed which one or two 
people only – your examiners and possibly the reader of an 
abstruse article or two – will walk down one day.  
 You are engaged in shredding and desiccating, reducing humans 
and life to jargon and statistics or dry texts, imposing artificial 
separations from an academic discourse on the lived reality. The 
seamless gown, the very essence of a non-western world you have 
experienced, has to be torn apart arbitrarily. You have to abstract 
and generalize. It is indeed a painful process and quite often 
students give up in despair or limp on, feeling inadequate and 
frustrated, year after year.  
 I was fortunate because of the support I received from close 
friends and family, and because I was already experienced in many 
of the skills I needed for writing up. I also had from before I went 
to the field a central question – the effects of population on 
resources – and there were some useful models of how one might 
write about this in demography and social history which guided me.  
 Even so, the months of starting to write up were difficult. I got 
bronchitis. I found the endless writing and re-writing of chapters 
difficult. I knew that my supervisor Professor Haimendorf was 
sympathetic and glanced at my work. But he was on the eve of 
retirement and my central interest was far from his own style of 
anthropology.  
 And above all I found it difficult to be constantly trying to re-
imagine myself back into the field as I wrote. In order to go 
through this second fieldwork, you have to reverse the emphasis. 
The fieldwork puts participation first, and then there is the 
observation and a little analysis. In the study, the participation is 
gone, except in your imagination. You are almost purely observing. 
And what are you observing? You are looking through a telescope 
at a receding landscape, struggling to keep the images alive, it is a 
process captured in a few lines at the end of Keats’ ‘Ode to a 
Nightingale’ where after  ‘Opening magic casements on fairy lands 
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forlorn’, the poet is summoned back into this world by the word 
‘Forlorn’ and asks,   ‘Was it a vision, or a waking dream? 
Fled is that music: – Do I wake or sleep?’ 
 
Here, I think, again is a clue to the value of audiovisual 
materials. The playing of recordings and particularly film can you 
take you back in a way which writing seldom achieves. And so I 
watched the films, looked at the photos, and confirmed that it had 
not all been a dream.  
 I started to move through the labyrinth of my mind, suddenly 
saw where a piece of the jigsaw might fit, began to see new patterns 
and connections which I had not been aware of in the field. I began 
to feel the pleasure of turning disorder into order, of turning 
confusion into understanding things which had at the time made no 
sense. And so the writing started to gather momentum and I 
seemed to be making discoveries, finding out new things which no-
one else had previously noticed. The work turned from a 
mechanical sorting and establishing a background, to something 
more creative and even, occasionally, inspiring. I started to wake up 
wanting to write and re-write.  
 Part of the strain of the return is thus clearly that I was living a 
schizophrenic life. I had to re-adapt to what often felt like trivial 
practical matters, how to pay for my time and the family groceries, 
how to inter-act with other people who knew nothing of what I had 
gone through.  
There was also a growing realization that, even if I obtained my 
Ph.D., that assured nothing. I needed to start to make a name for 
myself, give papers, publish, write reviews, network with useful 
contacts. All this has to be done to make oneself attractive on the 
job market, but all of it feels like a distraction, an interruption from 
the real work.  
Here I was enormously lucky in various ways. Firstly I already 
had a D.Phil. and two of my books were published in the year that 
I was writing up.  I had already been offered academic jobs before 
I went to the field, a sign of my other good fortune, namely that this 
was the golden period of University expansion, roughly 1965-1975, 
when many departments were opening up or expanding, 
particularly in the social sciences. So although I had not known 
what I would do at the end of my thesis, I could feel assured that 
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something interesting would turn up. How different this was from 
the position of my students from the 1980’s onwards.  
The schizophrenia, to return to that metaphor, was because 
alongside the practical existence of living in the West, you had to 
keep the fieldwork experience nourished and alive, otherwise the 
writing-up would fail. It was an effort to do so, but it was in many 
ways not unlike the effort of any artist – musician, painter, poet, 
novelist, who lives in a double world.  
One difference from more flexible and creative artists who 
construct their own worlds, though related to life, was that you were 
not meant to invent anything. Proust or others could re-construct 
their memories, or invent new ones. We were meant to be 
objective, ‘scientific’. If we did not have the information to back up 
our statements, we could not make it up. It was a peculiar position, 
made all the more peculiar in anthropology by comparing it to my 
first doctorate in history.  
Though I moved in the imagined world of seventeenth century 
witchcraft in that year I spent in my Lake District shed, I did not 
feel the same strain. In the history case my mind and imagination 
lived in two worlds. This was true with anthropology too, but there 
was the added dimension that in anthropology my heart and 
emotions were also divided. Every time I planned and wrote about 
Thak I was there emotionally, as well as intellectually. I went 
through some of the feelings and thrill of participation.  
This was not the case with writing on topics in the early modern 
period. I never learnt to love or hate (in a personal way) any of my 
seventeenth century authors. I did not even have a strong image of 
them. I could not hear their voices or watch their children playing. 
I never smelt, tasted or struggled physically in their world as I had 
done in the Himalayas.  
So working at the writing up was tough in a different way to 
history, and not helped by the absence of any advice or explanation 
by any of my teachers or senior colleagues. We did not discuss the 
writing up process so I struggled alone – but watching my many 
Ph.D. students going through the same thing, I feel it may be 
helpful to start to try to analyse some of the difficulties.  
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‘WRITING UP’ 
 
 
 
The reason that the phrase ‘writing up’ has been put in inverted 
commas in this chapter is that it is, in some ways, though often 
used, somewhat misleading. It is not a matter of doing an 
archaeological dig and then ‘writing up’ what you already have 
gathered, a matter of ordering and documentation. It is much more 
than that.  
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My thesis on the first Gurung fieldwork took about eighteen 
months to complete and another six months to turn into a book. 
This is about average I suppose. It was a long thesis – about 
150,000 words – and full of many tables and graphs. Looking back, 
it seems a thorough, if not inspired, account of the economic and 
demographic life of one Gurung village. It would have taken me a 
good deal longer if I had not already written one Ph.D. (or D.Phil) 
in history and written and published two books by the time I came 
to write it, and hence was fairly experienced.  
 I was asked many years later, after I had supervised over thirty 
Ph.D. theses in Cambridge, and written a number of other books, 
whether I could summarize what I had learnt as a set of advice for 
younger colleagues and those writing theses. This I did in a filmed 
interview and it is available on the web at the Streaming Media 
Service in Cambridge (and also on ‘Youtube’).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1402138/1402143.m4v 
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 I was also interviewed by another Ph.D. student on the wider 
conditions in which I worked, and this film, on ‘Paths of Creativity’, 
is also available.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1402088/1402093.m4v 
 
 I have also summarized my thoughts in a short letter to my 
grand-daughter Rosa as part of a book called How to Discover the 
World. The following are some passages from the concluding two 
chapters of that book which summarize what I have learnt about 
writing. They are interspersed with some examples of the process 
from the writing of my first fieldwork thesis.  
 
* 
 
‘Writing up’ is an active piece of exploration, a second 
fieldwork, except in the mind rather than in the ‘field’. In what 
some people call the ‘remembered village’ of our mind, we do our 
best work, abstracted from clogging detail. It is here that we either 
do or do not make sense of things and find out what it is we are 
really trying to find out. It is the really creative moment, the magical 
alchemy, like the potter’s kiln or the chemist’s retort. It does not 
just firm up and organize, but transforms and transmutes base 
things and makes them into something new and different.  
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There are a few very obvious but basic things about sustained 
creative work habits which I learnt early on and though I 
sometimes break the rules, generally guide me.  
      
One is to do with peace and a private space. It is important to 
have a place or places which are associated with writing, in bed for 
the diary, the desk for typing up, an easy chair for original writing. 
This is why I wrote my first D.Phil. in a garden shed in the Lake 
District and my Gurung Ph.D. in a small attic room at the top of a 
small house in a then quite remote Yorkshire village. And it is 
important that these places are, if possible, separated off from 
distractions and interruptions – especially difficult nowadays with 
mobile phones and Internet.  
Then there is the question of how we write. This is very 
personal. My earlier writing was mainly on a typewriter. The 
second draft had to be completely re-typed as did every subsequent 
draft. So I improved a great deal from draft to draft. This filtering 
has disappeared with word processors which produce a more or 
less perfect-looking (and spell-checked) version straight away. This 
makes it difficult to improve very much from version to version; 
tinkering seems both unnecessary and a big effort.  
Although it slows things down – perhaps its great advantage – I 
now only go straight to the ‘typing into a computer’ when I am 
writing short pieces, reviews or very articles. Serious writing, like 
this set of letters, I write by hand with a pen. This forces me to re-
type it and at that stage it can be expanded or shrunk, the 
expression improved, new ideas inserted. It is a partial re-writing. It 
also means that it is easier to insert bits of writing done on a 
journey or elsewhere, when thoughts come but the laptop 
computer is not at hand.  
 There are other advantages. Even with the best of computers 
there is a danger of losing files. A hand-written version is the 
securest back-up. Also, perhaps because of my background, 
although I am a touch typist and can work fast without noticing the 
computer very much, it is always there. Simultaneously one is 
writing and being presented with what one has written. One mis-
types more often than one mis-writes, so there are constant 
interruptions to go back and get it looking good, correct typos and 
grammar etc. This is taking away some of the energy that should be 
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going into creativity. And there is usually a hardly audible 
electronic buzz which is distracting.  
I have found from experience that before starting to write it is 
helpful to have another sheet of paper, or, even better, some small 
slips, beside me. On these I jot down these intrusive thoughts. I 
think I learnt this at an evangelical Christian boy’s camp as a 
technique to deal with what I was told would be the ‘Devil’s’ 
interruptions when I was trying to pray. Once written down, the 
thought can be put on one side and dealt with later.  
A second obstacle is the feeling that we cannot proceed unless 
we do something else first. Often this is clearly just an excuse, 
which comes from the fact that writing and thinking is hard work. 
We want to be tempted, and if the temptation is an apparently 
reasonable one, such as the feeling that we cannot possibly write 
another word until we have read something in the library, or 
checked on the internet, or talked to someone, it is very difficult to 
resist. Even the desire to go off and consult our own notes can lead 
to several hours interruption and the thread can be lost.  
So I advise myself and my students to separate off the process of 
creative writing from the task of searching for data. If in my writing 
I come to a place where evidence or further consultation is needed, 
I make a guess and a note to myself to check something later. It is 
important to keep on with the sketch, even if certain things are 
missing, so ‘to check’ or ‘to read X and Y’ are put in and I work 
around the obstacle, to come back later to it. C.S.Lewis said 
research is like eating a fish; the bony parts could be taken out and 
put on the edge of the plate, to be dealt with carefully after the 
main part had been eaten.  
 
* 
 
Another thing I have found helpful is to work on several 
different pieces of creative work at once. I did this with my D.Phil 
and have continued to do so. The mind is multi-tasking and works 
better, I have found, on parallel problems. So usually I am working 
on a number of intellectual tasks simultaneously, for example, 
several different chapters of a book, several different books, and 
several different stages in the writing and re-typing of a work I am 
engaged on.  
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   This has several advantages. If I am working on not just one but 
several chapters of a book or thesis, if I become stuck on one, I 
can leave it and move to another which may be more promising. 
We always get stuck and it often only requires leaving something 
for a while to solve the problem. The mind finds a way round 
without being forced. If we are only going down one path, we will 
be blocked. If we go down several simultaneously, we will progress 
all the time. We often find that we come back from behind the 
problem, and it has been outflanked and solved by working on 
something else.  
Another advantage of working on several things at once is that 
different tasks require different types of concentration. To be 
writing the first draft of something, the first cutting through the 
undergrowth, is the most tiring and difficult. All is fresh and 
overgrown and confused.  
Anthony Trollope rightly warned that we should not ever write 
at this high intensity for more than three hours a day. If we were to 
write for just these three hours, even a slow writer will produce 
about two thousand words a day, and hence in five days ten 
thousand words. In theory, it should be possible to write an eighty-
thousand word book or thesis in two months, leaving the week-
ends free! I have occasionally done something like this, but it 
seldom seems to works quite like this.  
In fact, as well as working on the first draft of several different 
bits, there are other tasks. There is the typing in of the second 
version, or the reading through of a draft to make amendments, or 
the further reading and research. All these tasks need to be 
shuffled and varied over the day and weeks.  
I have learned that it is best to work in parallel, rather than in 
blocks. It looks logical to write for a month, then spend a month 
reading or indexing, and then back to writing. Yet this does not 
work so well for me. I find I can only write at full concentration for 
about two or three hours on a first draft. Since my best time for 
writing is about 8-11 am, the creaming off of the best intellectual 
energy each day is far better than spending a week trying to write 
for six hours a day so that the next week I can read for six hours a 
day. So I ration my writing, but try to make sure that I stick at it.  
Once we have allocated our best mental time to writing (for 
others it is late at night or early in the morning) that still leaves 
another four or five hours when the mind is active. If I am not 
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teaching, administering, or, increasingly, answering emails, then I 
try to do a diversity of things, some reading (again I find two or 
three hours a day is enough), some note taking or indexing, some 
teaching or talking to people.  
* 
 
Great artists, painters, poets, musicians, create almost 
subconsciously or by instinct. We can easily become over-cerebral, 
over rational, over conscious as we learn the craft. This is a 
necessary stage, but gradually it should become more instinctive. 
We hesitate, we try to get everything straight in our minds, 
everything sorted out first, and then to write. This often turns into a 
form of ‘writer’s block’. 
 
I had this disease quite badly for a number of years. Being of 
only average ability, I knew that my undergraduate essays and later 
the drafts of my doctorate could only have a chance of competing 
with those of my brighter colleagues if I tried really hard and used 
superior organization. So I would not start to write until I had 
assembled a very detailed plan, down to the paragraph level. Each 
paragraph was mapped out and suitable quotes and arguments 
written out. Then the whole was embarked on. There was little 
spontaneity in most of the writing, though it did help to give a 
plausible semblance of intelligence.  
It is obvious that some ideas, plans, plots are necessary before 
writing. But certainly as we gain confidence and experience, there is 
a wonderful liberation, and hopefully improvement, in our writing. 
We put down more of what we ourselves think, and then modify 
and delete it in the light of further thought and evidence.  
In order to do this we have to have both confidence and 
enthusiasm in what we are doing. If we over-work or write, or have 
other deep worries, that undermines energy and enthusiasm and 
the writing suffers, and this then feeds back into the anxiety.  
 
* 
 
Although it seems logical to write in the order of the projected 
work, starting with a preface, chapter one, chapter two and 
proceeding on, in fact it is better to start somewhere in the middle, 
where the hub or centre of interest will be.  
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If I am lighting a fire, I do not start with the bigger, thicker, 
possibly wetter and more difficult branches, but with whatever will 
catch light most easily. Once this is alight, I can add thicker bits to 
the flame.  
So start with whatever really excites you, the bit you think is the 
most entrancing, intriguing, amazing and mysterious. Then work 
out from that as the mind dictates. Do not start from the boring 
edges of a painting, but from the striking centre and then work out. 
This will help prevent artist’s block and as you write or create you 
will gain confidence and excitement, which should grow until, 
without really noticing it, most of the work is roughed out. You can 
then tackle the most difficult and important pieces, the 
introduction and the conclusion, both of which should be written at 
the end.  
Once the mind is aflame, let the flames leap as they wish. Do 
not try to limit or direct them too much. In other words, in 
Kipling’s words, ‘never write short’. Even if the writing goes in 
unpredictable directions and seems to be taking you away from 
your main aim, let it flow. It can always be pruned, cut, used 
elsewhere. But creative, excited, ‘following the scent’ writings, is a 
precious thing. When the mind is in full chase it should be 
encouraged, not reined in. Writing as a ‘second fieldwork’ or 
discovery pursues clues and ideas as you write, in an amazing but 
subterranean way. Have trust in it and it may well come up in a 
strange, new, beautiful and fresh valley.  
In other words, do not worry in the first draft about word 
lengths, chapter lengths, days elapsing before you get onto what you 
think is the real subject. The periods of writing enthusiasm never 
last for ever and often suddenly stop. When they do so, like a light 
switch being turned off as Kipling puts it, there is no point in 
forcing the mind on. Stop there and start or continue with 
something else.  
 
* 
 
If I am using a bonfire to burn a lot of rubbish over several days, 
I do not let the fire go out completely overnight. At the end of a 
day I leave a few half-burnt logs smouldering. It is much easier to 
start a new fire by raking over these live ashes and adding more 
wood rather than from scratch. The same is true of creative work. I 
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learnt long ago from W.G.Hoskins the local historian that if I was 
going to leave some writing, for a night, and more especially for a 
few days, I should resist the temptation to tidily finish off a chapter 
or section. Starting at a blank page titled ‘Chapter 3’ at nine o’clock 
on a Monday morning after a break freezes the mind and makes it 
very difficult to get going.  
It is much better to do most of the work, but leave a little bit to 
be done, with some brief notes as to where you think you will next 
go. Then, with the still half-hot argument raked over by re-reading 
the last few paragraphs you wrote, plus the indications of what to 
write next in your notes, you can continue for a few hours. The 
mind is now heated up and the transition to a new chapter or 
section feels much easier.  
 
* 
 
When you are in fully creative mood, ideas may come thick and 
fast. Hopefully they will form at ‘the tip of your pen’, but you will 
find that they also come at unexpected times through the day and 
night. Again they are often very transitory. Though you think you 
will remember them, they often flit off unless recorded. Especially 
in that precious moment between sleeping and waking in the 
morning when many ideas seem suddenly to crowd into the mind.  
When I am in a creative mood, I try to carry a pen and small 
notebook, or even just some scraps of paper, with me. My mother 
tells me that from my early teens I used to carry a small tin filled 
with cards in it around with me. I called it pretentiously my ‘Great 
Thoughts’ box, which was later replaced by other similar systems. I 
now have little piles of paper around me to write on, as well as 
notebooks of various sizes.  
I have noted that productive people of the generation above me 
a number of eminent scientists, seize envelopes, committee 
agendas or whatever is at hand and start to scribble on them. 
Thoughts are obviously darting into their minds. This is one of the 
joys of creativity. It is like fishing. You set the bait, relax, sit back, 
and, when you least expect it, there is a strong tug and you reel in 
to see what has been hooked.  
 
* 
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In most forms of intellectual activity, a great deal of purification 
and boiling down occurs. We are like Madame Curie, faced with 
piles of black bituminous substance which has to be boiled down to 
produce a tiny amount of useful material. In film-making there are 
ratios between what is ‘shot’ or filmed, and what is finally used. 
Normally the ratio is about 10:1. Often it is much higher.  
As we collect materials it is impossible, as with film making, to 
be certain as to what will be most useful and necessary for us. We 
collect on a broad front and find that what we thought rather 
peripheral becomes central, and vice versa. It is therefore 
important not to be too directed and narrow in our collecting and 
not to throw material away. Even if it is not used in the current 
project, it may come in useful later. I personally apply the same 
approach to most of the experiences and materials of my life.  
Writing or any other form of introverted creative activity is a 
lonely business. It is very difficult to share the creative moment, 
though it does momentarily happen in things like conversations, 
seminars etc. Most of us are not only lonely, but inadequate, to 
face the task.  
 
* 
 
There is an inevitable tendency for the mind to run in grooves, 
to find ourselves digging away deeper and deeper in the same mine 
shaft. The first digging has produced ore, a lot of infrastructure has 
been laid down. To go back up to the surface and try elsewhere is a 
huge effort, and a great risk. Even if, as almost always happens, the 
first seam becomes less productive, it is less stressful and feels safer 
to go on living off the diminishing returns from further working.  
To change the metaphor to slash and burn agriculture, it is less 
effort to go on gardening in the same cleared forest patch, even if 
the returns rapidly diminish, than to abandon it and move on to 
the risky and hard labour of clearing huge trees for a new garden.  
The mind thrives on challenges, on freshness and change. Facts 
and landscapes very quickly become over familiar. The law of 
diminishing marginal returns always set in. We no longer notice 
things. The first creative energy comes from the burning of the 
primeval forest. A new array of ‘facts’ are consumed and puzzles 
and challenges abound. Then for a year or two there is a rich 
harvest of ideas and writing. But after two or three years (or when 
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learning, as in a Ph.D., perhaps four years), the returns 
dramatically diminish. It is time to move on.  
And, as I had learnt from my first fieldwork, and then writing 
two books, it is always good to keep moving intellectually. A thesis 
can become very stale, a grind, the memories fade, the problems 
change over time. It is good to remember that what looks like a 
large hurdle when approaching it – a Ph.D. – will, when you are 
past it, seem to shrink.  
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REFLECTIONS ON FIELDWORK 
 
I wonder whether anthropologist always realize that in the course of 
their field-work that they can be, and sometimes are, transformed 
by the people they are making a study of, that in a subtle kind of 
way and possibly unknown to themselves they have what used to be 
called ‘gone native’. If an anthropologist is a sensitive person it 
could hardly be otherwise. This is a highly personal matter and I 
will only say that I learnt from African ‘primitives’ much ore than 
they learnt from me, much that I was never taught at school, 
something more of courage, endurance, patience, resignation and 
forbearance that I had no great understanding of before. Just to 
give one example: I would say that I learnt more about the nature 
of God and our human predicament from the Nuer than I ever 
learnt at home. (Evans-Pritchard) 
 
* 
 
 At the start I described some of the reasons why I went to do 
fieldwork. Although it has been expensive in terms of emotion, 
time and money to do such a long and intensive fieldwork, 
absorbing perhaps a sixth of all my intellectual energy over my life 
and an equal part of Sarah’s time, I feel it has been worthwhile and 
I would be a different, and lesser, person if I had not been to 
Thak.  
 It has fulfilled all of my goals, and added unforeseen benefits. I 
have certainly understood myself better as a result. I have come to 
understand other cultures better by using the backdrop comparison 
of one I have explored in depth, particularly England in the past 
and Japan. I have come to understand better what is happening as 
western ‘modernity’ sucks in agrarian societies around the world.  
 I have also had the good fortune to be able to return some of 
what I have learnt through recording something of the history and 
culture of the Gurungs and returning what I have learnt to them. I 
have learnt a great deal about the pleasures of filmmaking and been 
able to use some of the materials to deepen my teaching and 
supervising of research students. Now I can use the Internet to 
spread what I have seen and learnt to a much wider audience.  
 Above all, we have made many friends and added a parallel 
family to our own. We have become very close to some 
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extraordinary people and found a new set of deep relationships. 
This has allowed me to discover that cross-cultural communication 
really is possible – against all the odds. And through this 
experience, as particularly explained in the preface to ‘Dilmaya’s 
World’, I have discovered that it is indeed possible to bridge the 
huge gap between cultures and experiences and to exchange a 
deeper understanding of our lives.  
 
* 
 
 From time to time I have reflected in Nepal in front of a camera 
made films in Nepal on the fieldwork experience.  
 
 For a television series, I explained in 1999 how I thought of the 
visits to Thak as like entering a time machine, moving back 
hundreds of years as we went from the town to the village.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776707/1776712.m4v 
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For the same television series I tried to summarize what I had 
learnt from working with the Gurungs.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776770/1776775.m4v 
 
After forty years of fieldwork I filmed myself in the village 
reflecting on what I had learnt and what had changed.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775574/1775580.m4v 
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In 2010 I  gave a talk in the Vajra bookshop in Kathmandu 
reflecting on forty years of fieldwork.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776735/1776740.m4v 
 
In 1993 I made a one-hour film to show to my students on how I 
had done my fieldwork. Though the technical quality is not high, it 
provide the frame and the inspiration for this longer account.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1764745/1764750.m4v 
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A final tribute and thanks to our Gurung friends and 
family 
 
Working intensely over a long period in a small community will 
impose a considerable pressure on the time and patience of a local 
population. You are constantly asking for information, often of a 
very personal kind, as in the census. I would not dream of asking 
similar things in the village in England. You spend hours of their 
valuable time, and ask for information which, if you pass it on to 
others in the community, could ruin their lives. You bother them 
when they are tired, not well, or anxious about the future. It is a 
recipe for irritation and even rejection.  
All I can say is that with very rare exceptions, both my Gurung 
and non-Gurung friends in Thak, and also Pokhara, behaved 
impeccably. They were immensely patient, tolerant, tried to answer 
as fully and honestly as they could. They did not constantly 
challenge me about why I wanted apparently trivial, personal, or 
secret information. They accepted us as fellow villagers whose 
particular job it was to be gathering information, just as they were 
gathering rice. They trusted us to bring something useful out of it.  
Few anthropologists, I suspect, have had such delightful hosts or 
worked in a better environment. This was essential for the detailed 
longitudinal study we have attempted. If, after a few months or 
years, we had felt unwelcome or intrusive, we would have stopped 
the work. Instead, our friends were often keen to update us, correct 
our errors, widen our knowledge, and deepen our understanding.  
 In the end it has become a collaborative fieldwork, a team 
effort, to which dozens of Gurungs and others have contributed. 
These varied from very young children to the very old, men and 
especially women, members of different caste groups, villagers and 
those who had moved to Pokhara and even abroad.  
 To all of them we are deeply indebted. And this debt is one 
of the many reasons why we want to return what is our shared work 
to them.  
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Krishna: myths, rites and attitudes(1966) 
 
Hortense Powdermaker, Stranger and Friend, the way of an 
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Filmed Interviews with leading thinkers: 
http://www.alanmacfarlane.com/ancestors/index.html 
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FILMS AND LINKS 
 
LEAVING AND ARRIVING 
 
Packing and going to Gatwick airport 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776602/1776607.m4v 
 
Flying from England and landing in Kathmandu in 1993 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775810/1775815.m4v 
 
Driving to the Manaslu hotel in Kathmandu in 1993 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775750/1775755.m4v 
 
Flying from Kathmandu to Pokhara in 1993 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775817/1775822.m4v 
 
Pokhara in 1993 and preparing for the fieldwork 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776630/1776635.m4v 
 
Meeting up with family - Gurung family in Pokhara in the 1990's 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775887/1775892.m4v 
 
Walking from Pokhara to Thak in 1993 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776756/1776761.m4v 
 
Arriving in Thak, a Gurung village, in 1993 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775652/1775657.m4v 
 
Thak tour - a tour of a Himalayan community 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776714/1776719.m4v 
 
 
LIVING IN THE FIELD 
 
House and privacy - where one lives in a Himalayan community 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775859/1775864.m4v 
 
Eating local food in the Himalayas 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775782/1775787.m4v 
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Clothing - adapting to wearing local clothes in the Himalayas 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775729/1775734.m4v 
 
Alan Macfarlane in Gurung costume in Pokhara in 1999 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775617/1775622.m4v 
 
Housework in a Himalayan community – participating 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775866/1775871.m4v 
  
Health and medicine 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775845/1775850.m4v 
 
COMMUNICATING 
 
Playing with children in a Himalayan village 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776623/1776628.m4v 
 
Premkumari and Sarah learning Gurung language 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776637/1776642.m4v 
 
Mutual grooming in a Himalayan village - Gurungs and 
anthropologists 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775894/1775899.m4v 
 
Sarah in conversation with Gurungs 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776665/1776670.m4v 
 
Alan Macfarlane talking to Dilmaya Gurung in a Himalayan village 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775624/1775629.m4v 
 
Alan Macfarlane in conversation with a local shaman (jhankri) in a 
Himalayan community 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775610/1775615.m4v 
 
[Audio recording of Alan playing guitar, December 1968 = 
Sound69/Gurung-sound_2.mp3] 
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PARTICIPATING 
 
Physical world 
 
Clearing fields and hoeing in a Himalayan village – learning how to 
do 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775722/1775727.m4v 
 
Planting and ploughing – participation 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776616/1776621.m4v 
Harvesting in a Himalayan village – participating 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775838/1775843.m4v 
 
Beating and winnowing rice – learning how to do 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775666/1775671.m4v 
 
Grinding in a quern in a Himalayan village – participating 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775824/1775829.m4v 
 
Bundling wood in a Gurung village in 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775687/1775692.m4v 
 
Sarah learning to weave in a Himalayan community 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776672/1776677.m4v 
 
 
Social  world 
 
An evening with a Gurung family in 1992 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775638/1775643.m4v 
 
Balloon football and a picnic in Pokhara in 1992 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775659/1775664.m4v 
 
Watching sports and television in a Himalayan community 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776763/1776768.m4v 
 
Family picnic in Pokhara in 2000 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775789/1775794.m4v 
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Daughter visits a Himalayan village in 1994 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775736/1775741.m4v 
 
Alan Macfarlane dancing in a Gurung village 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775603/1775608.m4v 
 
Spiri tual world 
 
Hindu ritual - participating in one in a Himalayan community 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775852/1775857.m4v 
 
Buddhist ritual – participating in the ritual in the Himalayas 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775680/1775685.m4v 
 
Two shamanic rituals in the Himalayas – observation 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776728/1776733.m4v 
 
Shaman healing ritual for Alan Macfarlane 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776686/1776691.m4v 
 
Ritual dance – participation 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776644/1776649.m4v 
 
Brother-sister blessings at the festival of Dashain in Nepal 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775673/1775678.m4v 
 
 
Dilmaya's memorial ritual in 1995 - participating in 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775743/1775748.m4v 
 
OBSERVING 
 
Observing rituals in a Himalayan community 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776581/1776586.m4v 
 
Observing work in a Himalayan community 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776588/1776593.m4v 
 
 
 281 
FIELDWORK ETHICS 
 
Family 
 
Arranging for a bank account for a village family – 1992 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775645/1775650.m4v 
 
Buying gold for younger female relatives in Pokhara 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775694/1775699.m4v 
 
General 
 
Sweets and small gifts in a Himalayan community 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776693/1776698.m4v 
 
Looking at photos - sharing them in a Himalayan community 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775880/1775885.m4v 
 
Schools - teaching in a Himalayan community 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776679/1776684.m4v 
 
Administering medicine in a Gurung village 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775589/1775594.m4v 
 
Health and illness in a Himalayan village – reciprocating 
 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775845/1775850.m4v 
 
Village co-operative store in a Himalayan community 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776749/1776754.m4v 
 
A feast in a Gurung village in 1994 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775582/1775587.m4v 
 
Gurung cultural centre - participating in its development in 
Pokhara 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775831/1775836.m4v 
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RECORDING ANOTHER WORLD 
 
Taking fieldwork notes in a Himalayan community 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776700/1776705.m4v 
 
Fieldwork diary - how it was kept in a Himalayan village 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775796/1775801.m4v 
 
Census taking in a Himalayan village 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775701/1775706.m4v 
 
Alan Macfarlane working on anthropological notes in Himalayan 
village in 1999 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775631/1775636.m4v 
 
Checking the census in a Himalayan village 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775715/1775720.m4v 
 
Working with Badrasing Gurung 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776777/1776782.m4v 
 
Yarjung outlines a ritual - working with a shamanic expert 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776784/1776789.m4v 
 
Photography and f i lm 
 
Video filming in Nepal 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776742/1776747.m4v 
 
Photographing in a Himalayan community 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776609/1776614.m4v 
 
Advice on fieldwork filming in the Himalayas 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775596/1775601.m4v 
Changes in film technologies and their effects on anthropological 
filming 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775729/1775734.m4v 
Early cameras and filming in Nepal - Alan Macfarlane 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775775/1775780.m4v 
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Film-making among the Gurungs of central Nepal - Alan 
Macfarlane 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775803/1775808.m4v 
 
Multimedia book - the new potentials for combining film and text 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775894/1775899.m4v 
 
Sarah and the Thak database for film-making 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776658/1776663.m4v 
 
Fieldwork filming in Nepal – reflections in 2000 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775803/1775808.m4v 
 
Some Key Informants 
 
Dilmaya Gurung 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1704314/1704320.m4v 
 
Syana Gurung 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1757312/1757318.m4v 
 
Badrasing 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776777/1776782.m4v 
 
Yarjung Kromche Tamu 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776784/1776789.m4v 
 
Colonel John Cross 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1757294/1757300.m4v 
 
 
 
RETURNING HOME 
 
Packing and leaving a Himalayan community 1992-3 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1778893/1778898.m4v 
 
Leaving Pokhara - saying good-bye to family 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775873/1775878.m4v 
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REFLECTIONS ON FIELDWORK 
 
Ethics for fieldwork – seminar talk 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1402954/1402959.m4v 
 
Fieldwork in the Himalayas – the experience 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1764745/1764750.m4v 
 
Reflections on forty years of fieldwork in a Himalayan community - 
Alan Macfarlane 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1775574/1775580.m4v 
 
Thak time machine - working in a Himalayan community 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776707/1776712.m4v 
 
Vajra bookshop talk in 2010 - 40 years in a mountain village 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776735/1776740.m4v 
 
What I have learnt from the Gurungs - Alan Macfarlane 
http://downloads.sms.cam.ac.uk/1776770/1776775.m4v 
